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This dissertation delves into both archaeological evidence and firsthand written sources in 
order to examine the material constitution of European slave traders’ social life in the last years of 
existence of the Spanish colonial city of Panama, burnt down to the ashes following a piratic attack 
in 1671. It is based on the well-established and widely recognized premise that African captives 
played a transforming and profoundly disruptive role in Spanish colonial society, despite the 
dehumanized social status slaves were given in the early modern world. On the one hand, enslaved 
Africans were seen as necessary tradable objects without which the Spanish colonial enterprise could 
not have been sustained; on the other, colonial documents indicate that these captives were 
perceived as dangerous subjects seriously compromising the cultural basis of the colonial order. This 
work aims at demonstrating that the life trajectories of African slaves cannot be dissociated from 
those of their captors: it offers an alternative and indirect vision of the rich cultural experience of 
African people in the Americas by evaluating, both historically and archaeologically, the extent to 
which the cultural threat slaves manifestly represented for Western colonists in the New World 
determined or regulated the configuration of slave traders’ lived spaces.  
This research builds upon an important legacy of archaeological investigation that has, at 
least since the 1960s, provided Afro-descendant communities in the Americas with powerful 
historical and material referents indispensable to recreate strong and socially significant ties with 
their own past. However, taking some distance from more traditional studies focusing on the 
development of creolized lifestyles in plantation and maroon contexts, this works offers an 
innovative perspective on the painful memories of the slave trade by interrogating the nature and 
scope of the consumption practices through which Western slavers defended their nowadays 
unthinkable commercial enterprise. In order to address this fundamental, but overlooked question 
in the archaeology of slavery, this study strongly engages with recent theorizations on the rich and 
complex concept of materiality, one which has contributed to reactivate material culture and social 




bond relating people with the physical objects they create. In this study, archaeological and 
historical data testifying to colonial networks of material exchange are, thus, not simply described as 
mere reflections of past social performances; they are revealed as constitutive components of 
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I, too, took to the streets in the evening of November 4th, 2008, like hypnotized by the 
roaring noise which spread out across the park and shook the windows of my apartment at 100 
Morningside drive. Harlem was all bliss. Thousands of people, shouting, crying and leaping in 
jubilation jammed Martin Luther King boulevard, happily slapping hands and chanting triumphant 
pro-Obama slogans to the deafening cacophony of howling sirens and honking cars. I, too, slowly 
forced my way towards African Square, intoxicated by this superb outcry of hope in the new 
messianic figure American voters had just elected to set back their nation on the tracks of peace, 
justice and economic growth. But as emotionally close as I felt to that trusting crowd who had 
grabbed my hand and dragged me dancing down the streets of Manhattan, I had to face the fact that 
the logic and long term implications of this historical moment exceed by far my naïve understanding 
of the local political ethos. Yet as I walked back home, still dizzy and deafened by the sound of 
sputtering trumpets and beating drums, I felt no guilt nor need to justify myself for not fully 
comprehending the tortuous process resulting in the election of the first African-American president 
of the United States. Quite the contrary, I felt fully entitled to embrace the heartfelt celebrations I 
had had the privilege to witness on that night, for they spoke to me in terms that could not have 
been more relevant to my engagement with the problem of human traffic in the recent past. Was it 
not, in fact, also to the cracking of racial barriers throughout the modern world that all these 




Racism –particularly, but not only against Africans and people of African descent- is widely 
recognized today as a fundamental anathema to the western concept of civilization. To a greater or 
lesser extent, it has also become generally accepted that late-modern societies all bear the painful 
legacy of the European colonial project, an extremely violent and segregationist system of 
exploitation which, starting in the 1500s, allowed for the formation of the global order in which we 
all live today. In turn, this essentially unbalanced and inherently racialized order is grounded on a 
complex system of practices and values we have come to associate to an idealized, predominantly 
positive and progressive image of what me call the modern world. Yet as many classic and 
contemporary authors and thinkers have already observed, this modern world has never been the 
stable and coherent unit we tend to think it is. In fact, the modern world may not be more than an 
amorphous cultural and geographical formation comfortably nested in Western imagination, a 
largely white, male and Christian territory on which hegemonic notions of freedom and justice have 
been constructed, among others, upon the disowned foundations of an uncomfortable slaving past.  
To disown constitutes a most unique way to forget, involving the conscious dissolution of 
previously acknowledged and, sometimes, celebrated genealogical connections. The process is, 
therefore, by no means equivalent to the plain obliteration of historical facts. For most western 
nations known to have made the most of the enslavement and forced migration of millions of African 
slaves across the Atlantic, the disowning of one of the darkest pages of their recent past has been 
consummated through repeated acts of contrition, aiming at washing away the guilt these societies 
bear now for their nowadays unspeakable sin. This particular way of addressing the problem of 
remembrance is, therefore, one that emphasizes historical disconnections in an attempt to prove 




What my Harlem escapade suggested, though, was that disowning historical connections is 
an inadequate, inefficient and socially unproductive way to overcome the painful lessons of the past. 
That night, as I sat back at my desk to resume the processing of my fieldwork data, I ratified my 
conviction that an archaeology of the slave trade should do much more than just denouncing the 
atrocities of bygone times, as a statement of faith in the advancement and humanization of the late-
capitalist world. Rather, I believed such a work is to provide us with a more skeptical, balanced and 
yet potentially soothing perspective leading people not only to document the horrors and long-term 
effects of Atlantic slavery, but mainly to comprehend and contextualize the complex genealogies of 
the rampant racial segregation which still plagues the world today.  
 In many ways, thus, my position vis-à-vis the social life of baroque slave traders in the 
Spanish colonial empire is analogous to the one I embraced on the night of Obama’s triumph. I have 
played the cards I earned throughout my long training as an anthropologist, fully assuming my role 
as an outsider, and attempting to observe from the inside what I deem predominantly foreign to my 
own social experience. I am not American, nor have any African heritage to claim. I have never, to 
my knowledge, suffered from any sort of racial discrimination. I grew up in Latin America, in a 
society living under the enchantment of the mestizo nation –a strongly homogenizing political 
discourse which, however, hardly constitutes a truthful expression of Latin American social and 
cultural present. Coming from a land marred by endemic violence and yet dozing to the gentle hum 
of colorblind lullabies, it may come as no surprise that the issue of race was, honestly, not a central 
question in my research agenda until I migrated to the United States.   
 My personal awakening to the question of how to memorialize enslavement, human traffic, 
and racial segregation came about exactly five years and one month prior to senator Obama’s 




hundred individuals of African descent were reinterred in the recently rediscovered African Burial 
Ground in Lower Manhattan –a widely publicized event I attended with little contextual 
information in hand, as a curious outsider interested in urban archaeology and eager to understand 
the role that cultural heritage played in the process of consolidation and empowerment of diasporic 
communities in New York. What I encountered that morning at the intersection of Duane Street 
and Broadway was, indeed, an emotional act of remembrance to which everyone was apparently 
welcome. However, after some time of standing among this grieving crowd, listening to solemn 
discourses describing the significance of this moment for the African diaspora in the New World, the 
initial sense I had to be partaking in this scene like a participant observer was eclipsed by the strong 
impression of being no more than an unwanted viewer in a drama in which I had no part to play. I 
felt excluded, not merely because I came from a different culture than the one performing, on and off 
the stage, but because my ethnic origin –whatever this may be, according to the stiff American 
system of ethnic classifications- seemed to indicate I was not entitled to stand on the side of the 
victims of colonialism and segregation, much less to try to understand them from the standpoint of 
the social sciences. The drumbeats celebrating the homecoming of the men, women and children 
whose remains had yielded so much information on early African-Americans social lives, resonated in 
my mind not like a welcoming sound of reconciliation but, rather, like the compelling reification of 
a painful frontier that I should not try to transgress.  
 This dissertation was, by and large, written as it was in an attempt to overcome the deeply 
troubling sensations of exclusion that have been haunting me since my first visit to the African Burial 
Ground. Therefore, it might just be the result of a self-inflicted ban, or a self-conscious effort to 
respect some self-imposed boundaries that only contribute to reproduce the mechanisms through 




still dominating trend in academia, which consistently represents historically oppressed populations 
as resisting victims of an essentially vile and immoral economic machinery set up by the white man? 
It is largely as a challenge to this standard posture in the study of Atlantic slavery that I have 
chosen to venture in what may perhaps seem like politically improper grounds. It is, however, not in 
a revisionist spirit but, rather, as an intimate commitment to move forward towards a more 
accurate, ethical and socially engaged understanding of human traffic that I have opted for an 
archaeology focusing on the all-too-obscure social lives of baroque slave traders. As Eugene 
Genovese keenly observed, nearly forty years ago, the grim story of African slaves in the New World 
cannot be disentangled from that of their masters, those men –and certainly women- who, regardless 
of the dreadful aura we have nowadays projected on their past deeds, still have the right to be 
remembered as regular human beings.  
In looking back at the socio-cultural and economic structures which allowed for thousands 
of African subjects to be turned into precious, yet dangerous objects of desire, we should be careful 
to detach ourselves from essentialized characterizations of the social actors involved in this complex 
commodification process. One may note, however, that many scholars still feel the need to keep 
trotting out the suffering endured by people of African descent in the New World, as if their pain 
could only be measured and assessed in contrast to all the benefits that white masters obtained from 
the forced labor of their black slaves. While I recognize the value and rightfulness of this stance, I 
cannot agree with an approach that is clearly segregationist in itself. As a son of Columbus, as I was 
once described by a much respected African colleague, I want to state that I, too, hold rights to the 
history of slavery in the New World, and that telling it my way should by no means be considered an 




It is, perhaps, because I grew up in a country devastated by an undeclared war for as long as I 
can remember that I can only wish there was less arrogance and more willingness to compromise in 
the debates that take place today around the questions of slavery, race, and the need for reparation. 
To be sure, to grapple with those questions implies the crossing of an intellectual minefield guarded 
by a wall of political correctness. Therefore, as much as I intend here to cross both this wall and this 
field, I shall attempt to do so without any academic vanity, and trying not to cause any unfounded 












“I am not a slave of slavery which dehumanized our Fathers” 
(Frantz Fanon 1952) 
 
 
When, in 1493, Christopher Columbus sailed back to the Old World from the wondrous 
islands he had unwittingly discovered in his daring quest for spices, silks and gold, Taino natives 
were among the few treasures he would bring to the feet of the Catholic Queen as a living 
demonstration of his incredible deed (Deagan and Cruxent 2002; Vilches 2004). These people, 
apparently gentle and docile, yet clearly unacquainted with the sacred word of God, did not quite fit 
in Medieval taxonomical systems, for which, at first, they could not be overtly designated as objects 
of enslavement within the framework of Columbus’s mercantilist project. Instead, as a result of one 
of the most consequential geographical confusions of all times, the original inhabitants of the New 
World would be referred to as Indians, an ambiguous term of unclear legal connotations which, 
despite Queen Isabella’s benevolent attitude towards them, left the door wide open to their future 
commodification.   
Right from the onset of his colonizing enterprise, Columbus himself was quick to recognize 
the enormous financial benefits that could be made out of turning American natives into tradable 





lawless being (Traboulay 1994). At that time, slaves of all sorts were still commonly found in 
Southern Europe, including the recently unified kingdom of Spain, where infidels of a myriad of 
different ethnic backgrounds circulated as a living merchandise that was deemed as good to trade as 
silver, pepper or pearls (Thomas 1997). Only fifty years after Columbus’s encounter with the 
Indians, however, Fray Bartolomé de las Casas took part in a groundbreaking philosophical dispute 
in which he successfully stood up for the sake and freedom of the natives of the New World 
(Castañ eda 2002; Vickery 2006; Castro 2007; Friede and Keen 1971). Yet as the enlightened 
Dominican would regret in his later years, ontological debates over the nature and welfare of the 
first American people never brought into question the legitimacy of enslavement per se. This 
unforgivable mistake, as it has unceasingly been repeated ever since, is at the origin of the forced 
migration of thousands of African slaves to the European colonies in the New World. This most 
tragic episode, known today as the Atlantic, or transatlantic slave trade , constitutes the central 
topic of this dissertation.  
Drawing on a composite dialogue of archaeological fragments and first-hand written sources, 
this study formulates a material history (Stahl 2010) of the Hispanic slave trade (Curtin 1969; 
Phillips 1985; Klein 2004), as it might have been experienced by the social actors who controlled 
and performed it at the highest level of the Spanish colonial administration (Lynch 1981, 1992; Ots 
y Capdequí 1934, 1946). More precisely, this work casts an inquisitive glance at the social lives of a 
group of early modern European businessmen who, between 1662 and 1674, monopolized the 
introduction of thousands of African captives into the Spanish provinces in the New World. Taking 
a prudent distance from the uneasy, self-reproaching and often inaccurate perspectives that have 
long dominated historical and anthropological views on the problem of slavery and the slave trade 





interrogate the conditions of materialization (Hall 2000:2) of an era in which human traffic was an 
ethically accepted, legally permitted and financially desired social practice. In other words, this work 
rediscovers the problem of the Hispanic slave trade within the Baroque socio-cultural framework 
(de la Flor 2002; Maravall 2008; Rosales 1997; Spadaccini and Martín-Estudillo 2004; Skrine 
1978) which allowed it to bloom. 
 
A Cosmopolitan Archaeology 
 
Archaeologies of the modern world describe the transition of western societies towards 
increasingly complex systems of production, exchange and consumption (Johnson 1996; Agnew 
1990; Buchli and Lucas 2001; Campbell 1996; Miller 1987; 1995a; 1995b; 1997) which are 
ultimately imposed on non-western communities through the insidious logics of the modern colonial 
project (Gosden 2004; Dirks 1992; Mignolo 1995; 2000; 2008; Quijano 2000). Therefore, these 
archaeologies are intrinsically global endeavors addressing the flow of ideas, peoples, and things 
throughout wider and more diverse social and geographical spaces than ever before (Hall 2000; 
Orser 1996). Because they focus on contexts that are intimately related to the rise of capitalism and 
colonialism (Croucher and Weiss 2011; Gaitán Ammann 2011; Leone 1995; Johnson 1996; 
Paynter, Leone, and Potter 1999), these archaeologies are often difficult –or impossible- to bind to 
a single territorial unit; rather, as Hall suggests (2001:7), historical archaeologies of the modern 
world are particularly effective at documenting and problematizing the formation of localities as 
products of historical processes occurring at the global level (Appadurai 1996). Thus, it shall come 
as no surprise that this work is conceived as a truly cosmopolitan investigation, bringing together 





Even though it reinserts early modern materialities within dense and mobile networks of 
exchange gravitating toward the fundamental colonial craving for African-born slaves, this narrative 
is firmly anchored in two particular locales: Madrid, on the one hand, was the center of the 
Hispanic monarchy during the period I am concerned with here (Konetzke 1946; Corral 2000; Gea 
Ortigas 1999). As such, the capital city of the Spanish Habsburgs either generated or absorbed the 
flows of information, people, ideas, and things through which the Hispanic slave trade was 
controlled from a political and symbolic standpoint. Much of this information was captured and 
preserved in the potent form of colonial texts (Stoler 2009, 2002; Burns 2010; Scott 1985), now 
resting at the fabulous Archivo General de Indias in Seville. Still, from the point of view of the 
colonial archive, baroque Madrid shall be considered the dominating juridical and political axis of 
this research.  
The archaeological focus of this study, however, is situated across the ocean, in the old city 
of Panama (1519-1671), the first colonial port founded by the Spaniards on the shores of the Pacific 
–then known as the South Sea- and possibly the most important economic crossroads of the entire 
Hispanic colonial empire (Aráuz and Pizzurno 1991; Castillero Calvo 1978, 1984, 1985, 2006, 
2010; Mena Garcia 1984, 1992; Ward 1993). It is from this town, on the southern side of the 
isthmus of Tierra Firma and at the terminus of the land route funneling the slave trade towards the 
silver-rich lands of Peru, that I will examine the private object world of a group of daring European 
merchants involved in the sordid business of human traffic. What can a strategic alliance between 
artifacts and texts tell us about these people’s journey towards financial and social success? How can 
their object world embody the emotions they went through as they risked their lives for a greatly 
profitable, but potentially deadly trade in human objects? Ultimately, how does the unthinkable life 





stating that subjects cannot be objects nor persons be things (Latour 1993; Melchior-Bonnet 
2001:113)? 
 
Two Crafty Genoese 
 
This study specifically refers to a twelve-year historical period starting in 1662, when the 
whole slave trade to Spanish America was monopolized by a pair of Genoese bankers by the names 
of Domingo Grillo and Ambrosio Lomelin (Vega Franco 1984). As most early capitalists investing in 
the long distance commerce of people and things (Thomas 1997; Smith and Findlen 2002), Grillo 
and Lomelin appear to have been genuine citizens of the world, rich, refined and crafty 
cosmopolitan figures who felt as comfortable directing their financial operations in Cadiz, Lisbon or 
Seville, as enticing ministers and nobles to obtain favors at the imperial court in Madrid. Nowhere 
do the trading skills of these dubious Genoese businessmen appear more clearly than in the 
exceptional slave trading contract they secured in 1663 with King Phillip IV of Spain –a nineteen-
point document providing them with what appeared to be outrageous commercial benefits (Scelle 
1906; Gaitán Ammann in press). Envied and detested throughout the Indies for taking over the 
most desirable business of their time, the Genoese were, from then on, exposed to public anger and 
resentment, being the target of incessant and often well-founded rumors questioning their honesty, 
credibility and loyalty to the Spanish crown.    
While monopolistic contracts –locally known as Asientos (Scelle 1910; Vila Vilar 1977)- 
were a common occurrence in the Spanish legal and commercial life of the time, the nature of Grillo 
and Lomelin’s agreement marked a watershed in the history of modern human traffic. First, far from 





towards the New World,  Grillo and Lomelin’s firm would become the first exclusive slave trading 
concessionaire to operate directly from the Spanish Indies. Above all, because of the peculiar 
historical conditions in which it was established (see chapter 3), the contract of the Genoese 
allowed their agents to negotiate directly with the political and economic enemies of Spain –namely 
the British and the Dutch- and thus seriously undermining the mercantilist policies of the Spanish 
state (Domí nguez Ortiz 1960; Kamen 1981). Ultimately, by permitting foreign powers to 
penetrate the Spanish colonial market through the commercial channels of the transatlantic slave 
trade, Grillo and Lomelin’s contract would open the path for the development of great international 
treaties of human traffic which thrived in the colonial world from the 18th century onwards.  
 
Hub of the Traffic, Hub of the World 
 
After their Asiento contract was ratified on July 31st 1662, Grillo and Lomelin’s network of 
trading agents expanded from Madrid, Cadiz, Amsterdam, and London to Jamaica, Barbados, 
Curaçao, Lima, Cartagena, and Veracruz. Eager to control the transisthmian trading route linking 
the Caribbean harbor of Portobello to the wealthy provinces of Peru (Castillero Calvo 1984; Ward 
1993), the Grillos, as they were commonly called in the New World, also installed some of their 
most capable agents in the city of Panama (figure 1.). A notoriously unwholesome and hostile town, 
Panama was also one of the main commercial hubs in the Hispanic empire, through which all the 
silver bullion coming up from the legendary mines of Potosí was channeled on its way to Spain 
(Stein and Stein 2000; Castillero Calvo 2006; Mena Garcia 1992). On the other hand, the city 





largest slave market of all the Spanish colonies in the New World (Vega Franco 1984:185; Bowser 
1974; Klein 2004).  
 
      Figure1. The Isthmus of Panama. In: Piratas de la America by A. Exquemelin (1681).  
 
On January 28, 1671, however, Panama suffered the assault of Sir Henry Morgan’s 
buccaneers, which left the city devastated and burnt down to the ground (Earle 2007). One can 
hardly overemphasize the tremendous impact that this catastrophic event had on the geopolitical 
order of the early modern world. While the fall of Panama represented the last blow to Spain’s 
waning control over the Caribbean (Vila Vilar 1984:4), it would also mark the beginning of the 
British naval supremacy throughout the Atlantic. For the dynasty of the Spanish Habsburgs, the 
effects of Morgan’s attack were simply devastating. When, on June 11, royal ministers notified 
Queen Regent Mariana that city of Panama had been lost to the English, she burst into such an 





The royal tears Queen Mariana shed are, nonetheless, a perfect reification of the state of complete 
helplessness and humiliation in which the Spanish government was left by the tragic news from 
Tierra Firma. When, on August 12, a military expedition finally sailed from Cadiz to attempt a 
recapture of the Isthmus, Morgan’s forces had long fled the desolated ruins of Panama, mostly 
vanquished by hunger and disease. As for the factors of the Grillos who, along with the wealthiest 
Panamanian merchants, had fled to Lima on the eve of the pirates’ attack, they were back in Tierra 
Firma by the first days of October 1671, wasting no time in taking on new caravans of African 
chattel who would soon be put at work to clear up the site of a new Panama City, to be built a few 
miles to the west of the old, ill-fated one.  
Today, the ruins of what lore claims to have been Grillo and Lomelin’s agents residence and 
the slave market of Panamá la Vieja –the old city of Panama (Herrera 1926; Sosa 1919)-, still stand 
among the remaining walls of the churches and convents of the Spanish town –a fascinating place of 
memory recently inscribed on the UNESCO’s World Heritage list in recognition of its exceptional 
significance for the colonial history of the New World (Arango 2006; Arroyo 2010). Traditionally 
known as la Casa de los Genoveses –or the House of the Genoese-, this rich archaeological site 
constitutes the principal source of this material narrative of the slave trade.  
  
Focus on the Slavers 
 
This work builds upon historical and archaeological evidence to present Grillo and 
Lomelin’s agents in Tierra Firma as ordinary and surprisingly vulnerable people confronted with the 
enduring negotiation of survival in a particularly difficult colonial milieu. In order to explore the 





delves deeply into their lived spaces (sensu Lefebvre 1991; Soja 1996; Lazzari 2005; Robin and 
Rothschild 2002) and looks into both sensuous and symbolic meanings (Stoller 1997, 1989) 
permeating the global and local materialities that appear to have been consumed, discarded, lost, 
missed or abandoned throughout the House of the Genoese. In particular, when compared to the 
object world of the Grillo mansion in Madrid (see chapter 5), the material universe of the Asiento’s 
agents on the shores of the South Sea appears to have been laid out with a defensive grammar in 
mind (Foucault 1997), arguably in response to the threatening and disruptive aura that the Grillos, 
as all colonists in the New World, perceived as emanating from their African slaves (Farnsworth 
2000; Jopling 1994; Tardieu 2009; Thomas 1998). Indeed, despite the dehumanized and objectified 
status attributed to them in Spanish legal codes, slaves stood out as dangerous and untrustworthy 
social actors influencing many –if not all- aspects of their captors’ social lives (Diez Castillo 1968; 
Pike 1997; Sánchez Jiménez 2007; Tardieu 2009; Vila Vilar 1987). Thus, while the Grillos 
commodified their slaves like any other good enmeshed in early transatlantic commercial webs, they 
may also have feared and fetishized them more than any other materiality menacing the symbolic 
frontiers of civilization (Pels 1998; Pels 2010; Pietz 1985; Keane 2002; Legêne 2002; Maurer 
2002).  
This provocative perspective, however, does not mean to downplay the trauma of 
enslavement nor to belittle the Grillos agents’ role as early capitalist traders who, through their 
sustaining of complex networks of colonial human traffic across the Atlantic, actively participated in 
the construction of the modern, inequitable world-systems in which we still largely live today 
(Wallerstein 1980, 1987, 1991, 1991; Bergesen 1984; Frank and Gills 1993). If this investigation 
focuses on the material constitution of European slave traders’ social life, it is certainly not with the 





dissertation aligns with classic postures in economic history and anthropology, presenting slavery as 
a fundamental social institution which was only repudiated in the West once it contravened the 
growth of the capitalist system it had contributed to create (Williams 1987; Meillassoux 1991; 
Beckles 1997; Pétré-Grenouilleau 1996).  
My attempt to provide a better understanding of the social and cultural logics underpinning 
the life project of baroque slave traders echoes an effort to demonstrate that their story cannot be 
detached from that of the slaves they bought and sold. I claim that the historical re-humanization of 
slavers through their portrayal as vulnerable social agents constitutes a balanced mode of 
approaching the traumatic memories of the slave trade (Holsey 2008), and represents a heuristic 
alternative which is as socially meaningful in the present as traditional postures based on classic 
discourses of dominance and resistance (Kelly 1992; Scott 1985; Weik 1997; Orser and Funari 
2001; Orser 2005). In other words, the re-humanization of slave traders allows for an analysis of the 
fundamental social bond linking slavers and slaves (Neuhouser 2009; Patterson 1982:2) that 
challenges the limiting and essentializing categories of victims and victimizers. Thus, although this 
study does not seek to document the emergence of hybrid or creolized lifestyles (Bauer 1998; 
Birmingham 2000; Cusick 2000; Dawdy 2000a; 2000b; Mullins 2000; Dean 2003 ; Hale 1996), 
often idealized as fluid cultural responses to the oppression of Western colonial regimes (García-
Canclini 2001; Mignolo 2001; Castro-Gómez 2004), it might still have a great empowering 
potential in that it subtly highlights the agentive capabilities of African captives. Indeed, from their 
ambiguous condition, halfway in between the world of people and the universe of things, slaves may 
have embodied the fears and desires of their European captors, rising above their dehumanized 








Long after the last cargoes of African slaves were dispatched to the shores of the New World, 
the grim story of the transatlantic slave trade remains a painful and contentious subject of 
remembrance. As Christine Chivallon ably observes (Chivallon 2010:349), the enslavement of 
African people in early modern times brought about a culture of racial segregation which is 
ontologically related to most expressions of inequality plaguing the western world today. In other 
words, in a time when liberal discourses of equity, fraternity and freedom have become the only valid 
meta-narratives by which human nature can be assessed, it is through current manifestations of racial 
discrimination, inequity and xenophobia that the problem of slavery remains alive and untamed. 
Barely one decade ago, the international community’s official condemnation of the slave trade as an 
outrageous and immoral practice, and even as a crime against humanity for nations like France 
(Chakma 2003; Cottias, Cunin, and Mendes 2010), marked the culmination of a long process of 
social sensitization through which the idea that the commodification of human beings was a morally 
despicable behavior was eventually naturalized by the general public. Yet as Eric Williams brilliantly 
demonstrated, back in the 1940s, the criminalization of enslavement represents an achievement that 
could hardly be attributed to a generalized takeover by humanitarian and antiracist feelings in the 
West (Williams 1987). With no intention to delve deeper into the reasons accounting for the late-
modern disavowal of slavery as a fundamental institution in the history of humankind, I shall limit 
myself to stressing that an archaeology of the slave trade entails severe political, ethical, and 
emotional contentions that cannot be dismissed.  
However, as the declaration of the Durban World Conference on Racism suggested in 2001, 
current approaches to human traffic should be careful to respect the historical distance separating 





present (Chivallon 2010; Chakma 2003). Despite this judicious caveat, alternative understandings of 
human traffic in bygone times have been particularly difficult to generate in highly politicized North 
American contexts, in which unorthodox sources of memory can be easily disqualified when they do 
not seem to match traditionally polarized discourses on enslavement. As Chivallon rightfully suggests 
(2010:346), when it comes to a politically sensitive topic such as the memory of the slave trade, 
there are versions of the past that do not seem to have a chance to be translated in public space.  
 
A Zone of Memory Excess  
 
This study, therefore, situates itself in what Paul Ricoeur (1998, 2000) would term a zone of 
memory excess. Indeed, few areas of material culture studies have had a stronger impact on 
contemporary societies than the archaeology of slavery in the New World. African-American 
archaeology, in particular, developed and consolidated after the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s 
as a powerful avenue of research that has become central in the social and political agendas of Afro-
descendant communities in the Northern Atlantic (Epperson 1999; Franklin 1997; Franklin and 
McKee 2004; Singleton 1999; Scott 1994; Orser 1998; Orser 2000; LaRoche and Blakey 1997; 
Leone, LaRoche, and Babiarz 2005). In the United States, historical archaeologies of slavery have 
played a paramount role in the process of reconnecting diasporic communities with their recent 
past, constituting potent platforms of knowledge from which issues of ethnicity, identity and 
citizenship formation can be explored far beyond the limiting and stigmatizing notion of race 
(Mullins 2008, 2010). Because of their clear engagement with some of the most fundamental 
problems in American social and political life, African-American archaeologies have been made quite 





archaeology of modern slavery in the New World has come to be identified as an exclusively North-
American endeavor. In particular, investigations focusing on the materialities of slave life under the 
Spanish colonial rule have rarely developed in Latin-American countries, with the exception of some 
isolated studies carried out in Cuba (Dominguez 1986; Singleton 2001)1. Not surprisingly, 
archaeologies of slavery directly relating to the Hispanic world have been conducted mostly by 
American scholars faithful to the discourse of dominance and resistance, and principally in peripheral 
areas of the former Spanish empire that were eventually absorbed by the United States (e.g. Deagan 
and MacMahon 1995; Kicza 1997; Landers 1997; Weik 1997).  
This work intends to wean itself from the emotionally laden knowledge generated in North 
American academe. It aims at contributing to the development and consolidation of an incipient 
field of Latin American material culture studies, whose research agendas still lack a clear and 
politically unified engagement at the continental level (Zarankin and Senatore 2002; Zarankin 
2004; but see Funari, Zarankin, and Salerno 2009). Thus, because it is an essentially new and 
unconstrained topic of research, and because it operates on a terrain traditionally numbed by the 
persistent negation of racial segregation –typical of nationalist discourses in the Hispanic post 
colonial world (de Castro 2002; Friedmann 1984; Wade 1995; Cunin 2003; Cunin 2010, 2008; 
Hoffmann 2008) - Latin American historical archaeology is an area where the painful memories of 
the slave trade have good chances to be creatively awakened, independently from the radical 
postures characterizing African-American scholarship (Mullins 2008). 
                                                
1 There is a significant and steadily increasing volume of studies focusing on the archaeology of the African 
diaspora in Brazil (de Souza and Agostini in press; de Souza and Symanski 2009; Symanski in press; Funari 1999) 
(Funari 2004). However, the processes of formation of slave societies in the Portuguese colonies – by far the largest 
importers of African captives in the West- is significantly different from the one observed in the Spanish colonies of 
the New World. For this reason, slavery in Brazil is normally treated as an independent –yet closely related subject 
of research, both in history and in archaeology (Schwartz 1992; Funari 1997, 2006; Funari and Zarankin 2004). This 
dissertation will, consequently, not address the problem of slavery in Portuguese-speaking Latin America, nor will it 








Departing from a vast reservoir of historical and anthropological literature, which tends to 
idealize the emergence of creolized cultural traits among enslaved populations (Funari 1999; 
Singleton 1999; Singleton 1995; Delle 2000; Birmingham 2000; Cusick 2000), it is possible to 
analyze the materiality of the slave trade by drawing from both classic and recent theoretical 
developments addressing the active role that human fabrications play in the formation of social life 
(Meskell 2005; Miller 2005, 2010). As many advocates of material culture studies have posited since 
the late 1980s, objects have the faculty to inhabit simultaneously two intimately linked domains of 
social interaction: on the one hand, objects are technological creations evidencing the way in which 
human beings shape any physical matter to satisfy their corporeal and spiritual needs; on the other 
hand, these technological creations may become imbued with social significance and transcend the 
sphere of practical fulfillment (Buchli 2004; Miller 1997; 2001). Objects can, thus, be analyzed 
from a merely functionalist standpoint, but also be assessed as symbolic expressions of social status, 
as powerful extensions of the self, or as intimate reifications of all sorts of metaphysical concerns 
(Weiner 1992; Thomas 1991; Godelier 1999). Traveling objects (Munn 1986; Kopytoff 1986; 
Lazzari 2005), in particular, often embody the mysteries and dangers of the culturally unknown: 
they are things that have absorbed many social roles through their unpredictable life cycles 
(Appadurai 1986; Gosden and Marshall 1999; Hoskins 1998; Gaitán Ammann 2005) and, as a 
consequence, often lack an easily defined role in approved taxonomic systems (Douglas 1992; Dupré 
1993). African slaves, I argue, constitute perhaps the epitome of such traveling objects: indiscernible 





World as unreliable products of a deadly journey across the Atlantic, as imperfect materialities 
against which both bodily and spiritual means of protection were required (see chapter 2).    
 
First Movement: Materiality 
 
It is, precisely, around the dense notion of materiality that I shall make a first significant 
theoretical detour to define the conceptual framework within which this work was developed.  
Materiality designates an earthly, ubiquitous potential allowing people to engage with inanimate 
matter in order to shape it into socially “mattering” things. It does not simply refer to a general, 
physical quality shared by all natural or human-made things (cf. Fowler 2010:375) but rather, it 
describes the set of powerful relationships that human beings build with any object, landscape or 
creature they interact with through sensuous, corporeal means. The notion of materiality is, 
therefore, undetachable from other heuristic constructs well implanted in contemporary social 
theory –such as agency, objectification and fetishization- all of which have had successful and closely 
interconnected trajectories in contributing to sophisticate our comprehension of the fundamental 
bond tying people to things.  
 While the concept of materiality is a relatively new theoretical addition to the field of 
material culture studies (Ingold 2007; Meskell 2004; 2005b) general interest in the social nature of 
objects is certainly not a new development in modern Western thought. Seen from a longue durée 
perspective, the idea that people can relate to each other at many different levels through the objects 
they create can be traced back as far as the Renaissance, when the first socially significant collections 
of naturalia and artificialia were assembled in the principal courts of Europe (Buchli 2004:179; see 





2005, 2011) was initially a scientifically based project which reached its golden age by the turn of 
the 20th century, with the development of great ethnographic museums and world’s fairs in Europe 
and the United States (Stafford 1999; Stocking 1985; Hooper-Greenhill 1992; Hasinoff 2006; 
Findlen 1994). However, by the 1920s and 1930s, the downfall of the Boasian project clearly 
demonstrated that the Cartesian gap dividing the world of people from the universe of things had 
become so wide that, for most social scientists, material culture could not be considered more than 
a limiting, deceitful and defective expression of the human mind. Thus, from an early modern era 
when objects were praised as trustworthy cultural mediators through which cultural otherness could 
be appraised, material culture had migrated into a time in which scholars openly expressed their 
disdain for any knowledge emerging from the world of things.  
Initially inspired by the work of Danny Miller and others scholars at UCL (Miller and Tilley 
1996; Miller 1998; 1987), material culture studies were established in the late1980s in reaction to 
this generalized dismissal of the material world (Graves-Brown 2000:1; Meskell 2004:33). By 
definition, material culture studies look into people’s physical, cultural and emotional need for 
things (Csikszentmihalyi 1993) and account for the overwhelming scope of processes through which 
material regimes are produced, embodied, fetishized, denied and consumed, both in the past and in 
the present. This vindicating vision of the world of things can be related to pioneer structuralist 
analyses of historical and archaeological contexts carried out in the 1970s by authors like Henry 
Glassie (1996 [1975], 1999 [1975]) and, most importantly, James Deetz (1996 [1977], 1978). 
Heavily influenced by Lévi-Strauss’s semiotic approach to artifacts and art (Lévi-Strauss 1990 
[1958], 1975), Deetz’s structuralist reading of North American material culture in colonial times 
aimed at demonstrating that contextualized assemblages of objects could, just like spoken or written 





and Beaudry 2001; Yentsch 1991; Beaudry, Cook, and Mrozowski 1991; cf. Hodder 1989). 
Although Deetz’s work opened the path for a widespread use of semiotics and structuralist analysis 
in archaeology, many of his theoretical assumptions have since been re-evaluated by authors like 
Chris Tilley (1991, 2002), who considers that material culture works at a different cognitive level 
than language, and that it often embodies meanings and structural relations that can simply not be 
expressed in spoken words (see alsoHodder 2004:30).  In this sense, Tilley’s stance reminds us of 
Giddens’s classic views on social practice, which he defines as being delimited by structures 
corresponding to conscious forms of knowledge that people cannot formulate through regular 
discourse (Giddens 1979:57; Dornan 2002 :308). As a result, the role of objects cannot be 
considered merely representative, but as fully constitutive of social life (Miller 2005:9).  
 
An Archaeological Homecoming  
 
The concept of materiality is akin, but not tantamount to that of material culture (Meskell 
2004:2; 2005a:249). Miller (2005) and Meskell (2005b) describe it as a quite specific understanding 
of the relationship between objects and subjects. Although based on classical philosophical 
constructs prompted by Vico, Hegel, Simmel and Marx, among others, materiality was only fully 
addressed in later developments of material culture theory. Further, Meskell clearly states that 
materiality has only been applied to specific archaeological case studies in very recent times 
(2005b:1). Indeed, it is interesting to observe that, while archaeology has traditionally been the 
ground on which the history of humanity has been studied through the intermediacy of material 
culture (Preucel and Meskell 2004:13; Buchli 2004:179; Hodder 2004), it is outside of its 
disciplinary boundaries that the social character of objects has been thrust into the ever-expanding 





multidisciplinary theoretical medium that the notion of materiality has been reshaped and 
reactivated as a meaningful contribution to the fascinating discovery of cultural processes of 
objectification.  
The genealogy of materiality as a theoretical notion is, thus, related to but not necessarily 
dependant on an archaeological approach to things. Yet to discuss materiality within the field of 
archaeology has a tang of homecoming. More than a triumphant achievement, however, this 
conceptual reconquest of the archaeological realm constitutes a subversive endeavor –one that 
unveils the fabricated nature of social categorizations,  whether disciplinary, scientific, political or 
cultural (Douglas 1992; Dupré 1993; Foucault 1966). This perspective fits well within a post-
modern climate in which essentialized systems of knowledge are mercilessly teased to the verge of 
defacement, either on the grounds of arts and sciences or in the more mundane ones of the everyday 




Materiality, however, is not a solitary concept: its shrewd protrusion into the study of 
objects comes hand in hand with a tide of equally powerful analytical constructs that have 
completely transformed our understanding of both ancient and contemporary social lives. As 
mentioned before, agency, objectification and fetishization are just some of the most incisive notions 
that come entangled with the idea of materiality.  
In the same way that materiality is a process accounting for the social constituency of things, 
agency can be defined as a dialectical relationship underscoring the intrinsic social nature of human 





social fields. The discussion of agency in practical arenas inevitably takes us back to the work of 
Pierre Bourdieu (Bourdieu 1972; 1979; 1990). Bourdieu has the merit of having reestablished an 
analytical link between social structures and cultural practices through which materiality can be 
enacted and material regimes constructed; despite a sustained antipathy for Bourdieu’s impenetrable 
language (Ingold 2002; Dornan 2002 ), anthropologists studying material culture have been keen 
consumers of the notion of habitus –a structured and structuring system of practical dispositions that 
is built on the base of experience. Detractors of Bourdieu’s work have often focused their critiques 
on demonstrating the incompatibility of this idea with social agency (Smith 2001; Meskell 1999), 
mainly because Bourdieu posits that unconsciousness is a key factor guaranteeing the efficacy of 
habitus. Yet, it is seldom pointed out that, according to Bourdieu’s logics, what should remain 
unconscious is the structured and structuring nature of human practical repertoires, and not the 
immediate cultural meaning of the actions those are meant to orchestrate. 
In fact, Bourdieu’s major shortcoming may not the apparent lack of agency he confers on 
individuals but, rather, his failure to uncover the processes through which such a lack is naturalized. 
Whereas the habitus can easily account for the reproduction of social systems, it does not quite 
clarify how those systems are generated –the intriguing process Rousseau defined in terms of a social 
contract- and how agency relates to their transformation in time. Still, returning to our discussion of 
materiality, it is indispensable to situate Bourdieu’s project as a reaction to Sartrian existentialism, a 
philosophy in which the definition of the agent exacerbates the dichotomy of “the pure transparency 
of the subject and the mineral opacity of the thing” (Bourdieu 1990:74-75). This situation might 
also contribute to explaining why Bourdieu’s ideas have been so influential in the development of a 
material cultural theory which asserts that the significance of everyday objects largely rests on their 





The discussion of agency is germane to that of materiality in several ways. First, the notion of 
materiality as a creative potential swinging back and forth from subject to object is attached to a 
conception of subjects and objects as the framing elements of social structure. The scope within 
which things become social can thus be described as an unstable interstice between objects and 
subjects, “the room to maneuver left for consumers by the situations in which they exercise their 
art” (de Certeau 1984:xvii). This is why agency can only be expressed materially –this is, by 
activating the materiality that imbues matter in social contexts. Agency is the social property 
accounting for human creation, the impulse materiality needs to complete its trajectory towards the 
object in which it will ultimately be incorporated through the process of objectification. Once the 
objectification machinery is launched, agency slips backstage and it is the force of materiality that 
keeps the creative momentum running and responding to people’s needs and desires (Simmel 1979). 
It is ultimately in the urge for the fulfillment of these needs and desires that the intentionality of 
human creation lies.    
From another perspective, Latour’s description of things as agentic entities (1991) is a 
provocative outcome of his challenge of the purified taxonomies peopling modern academic stages, a 
response to our denial of the hybrid character of practice (Miller 2005:11). This stubborn negation 
echoes modern people’s willingness to see human relationships with artifacts as agentive but not 
responsive. In an effort to uncover the incompleteness of the relation, Latour illustrates cases in 
which it would seem as if non-human entities had an agency of their own. Yet computers that crash 
when they are most needed or landmines bursting under innocent feet only constitute paradoxes in 
purified worlds. Latour does not point out that rebellious artifacts are still, above all human 
creations nor does he bring up the celebrated image of human beings as sorcerer’s apprentices 





Rather, Latour’s critique focuses on classificatory processes, not on the nature of agency per se. 
Thus, in Latour’s case, vouching for the existence of agentic objects might only be a  cunning detour 
radicalizing his rejection of traditional taxonomic systems, an engaging metaphor triggering a 
rethinking of the epistemic role of categorizations (Meskell and Preucel 2004:123).  
When visualized as autonomous entities, objects drive us through a pathway sprinkled with 
conceptual pitfalls that Gell (1998) attempted to eschew when developing his argument on the 
agentic nature of artwork. For Gell, the agency of things amounts to their capacity to produce 
effects on people. In supporting his argument, he develops an analytical framework in which subjects 
and objects are conceived as primary and secondary agents respectively (Jones and Boivin 2010:341); 
the latter, largely referring to things but also to specific types of subordinated people (Meskell 
2004:52) receive their agentic power from primary agents, therefore constituting mere agentic 
receptacles, fragmented and distributed portions of the primary agent’s intentionality. Thus defined 
as secondary agents, things cannot be said to have an agency of their own, since their actions are 




The debate over agency and its multiple discontents has been especially significant within 
the context of slave studies, in which, as Walter Johnson has recently argued (Johnson 2003), it has 
gained the status of a master trope dominating the research agenda of African-American history. At 
least since the mid-20th century, Johnson claims, scholars in the field have been obsessed with the 
idea of reinvesting slaves with the agency they were denied by traditional historiographical practice.  





established in early modern times, namely on the idea that free-thinking and free-acting was a 
premise of being human. Thus, current literature on slavery often presupposes that the only way in 
which slaves could have embraced their agentive nature was through actions of resistance which 
subversively denied the condition of enslavement (Johnson 2003:115). This, however, ignores the 
fact that resistance was certainly not the only way through which commodified people could relate 
to their captors: collaboration, submission and betrayal are not intrinsically dehumanized behaviors 
that are, more often than not, left unaccounted in historical or anthropological studies of slavery and 
the slave trade. In this work, I propose that, in assuming their social role as commodified objects 
and tradable things, African slaves may also have found an expression of their agentive power.  
The idea of agentive objects – i.e. fetishes- has long captivated Western minds. Not 
surprisingly, unexplainably powerful objects have been relegated to the realm of irrationality and 
integrated to discourses justifying colonial praxis (Meskell 2004; Pietz 1985; Taussig 1993; Pels 
1998; Pels 2010; Maurer 2002). However, when developed in social contexts in which hybrid 
categories are not deemed aberrant, the notion of agentic objects does not contradict the social 
nature of materiality. Building upon Meskell’s description of fetishized statues in Ancient Egypt 
(Meskell 2004; 2005a; Meskell 2005c), we can consider the existence of two different sorts of 
agentive objects. First, the perfect fetish –or faitish, to follow Latour’s trend- may result from a 
standard process of objectification – as understood by Hegel, a primal process through which people 
both create and are created as social beings (Miller 2005:8). Second, an alienated fetish may be 
portrayed as an insidious and compelling embodiment of false consciousness and alienated labor. 
These two fetishes correspond to two radically different material regimes, in which materiality is 
canalized in quite distinctive ways. While in the first system the force of material creations is able to 





responsive character of things has been truncated by purifying taxonomies, the power of materiality 
is deviated, and the fetish is thus perceived as powerful, illogical and alien to us, both captivating 
and imminently dangerous in its mimetic nature (Taussig 1993).  
 Yet as Meskell warns, it would be naïve to think just any object can be a fetish (i.e. a faitish) 
and it requires archaeologists’ contextualizing skills to determine the true fetishized nature of things 
ancient. It may not be surprising that monumental statues in Ancient Egypt (Meskell 2004; 2005a; 
2005b; 2005c) or apotropaic figurines of the Neo-Assyrian empire (Nakamura 2004, 2005) may 
have been perceived as imbued with an agentic, magical materiality. It is, however, essential to 
realize that, through their inherent materiality, humble and mundane objects have the potential to 
be fetishized too, thus transgressing the limits between commodity and gift. For example, when 
driven out of its intended consumption pathway a simple toothbrush can become a fetish when the 
agents activating its embedded material power do not have the tooth-brushing practice inscribed in 
their cultural repertoires. Likewise, an archaeological toothbrush whose materiality has been 
accidentally preserved can also become a fetish because the original channels through which its 
material power was put at work have been irremediably broken in time (Gaitán Ammann 2005). 
 
Things are still things 
          
Rare as they are (Meskell 2005b), archaeological accounts of materiality serve as a reminder 
that the force of objects is encapsulated in their physical traits and is thus tributary of the material 
properties that determine the rhythms and life cycles of things. This is related to Leroi-Gourhan’s 
notion of chaîne opératoire, the process through which raw materials are transformed into artifacts 





acknowledging that objects are subordinated to earthly forces that govern the channels of 
interaction through which we can get to know both them and ourselves through direct bodily 
experience. This dual character of objects, always in a process of phenomenological becoming was 
repeatedly suggested by Merleau-Ponty (1962; Lazzari 2005:127; Nakamura 2005) and is perhaps 
best perceived when we consider the materiality of landscape (Ashmore 2004; Bender 2001; Tilley 
1994). Transformed, defaced, cultivated, constructed or destroyed, natural substrata can never be 
totally concealed (Lazzari 2005) and can take the upper hand in violent and unexpected ways 
(Holmberg 2005). 
 It is our role as anthropologists and archaeologists not only to reveal how the object-subject 
machinery works, but also to comprehend the specific situations in which it breaks down, how its 
artificiality –or its sociality- is unveiled and transformed only to be relaunched according to the 
degree of social consciousness the breakdown will have provoked. As Hall (2000) and Buchli and 
Lucas (Buchli and Lucas 2001) posit, it is the capacity of material culture to embody these 
processes, social continuums and changes that make it potentially dangerous, an aim of destruction 
and an incredibly abundant terrain for archaeological research.  
The sinful nature of material culture is yet an idea deeply embedded in Judeo-Christian 
traditions and exacerbated in the era of industrial production. Things have come to be seen as links 
to oppressive regimes of consumption rather than as human agents’ imprints in the natural world. 
Yet our material possessions are nothing but our agency made sensuous. The Western world does 
not prepare us to perceive the whole lifecycles of our material production, they swing from hollow 
utilitarian artifacts to alienated fetishes without closing the circle that connects them to us. 
Materiality is not a state, it is a potential, an ontological condition suspended between the natural 





studies, and which allows things past and present to come back to their archaeological appanage 
replenished with social sense –actually more sense that they have ever had in anthropology.      
 
Second Movement: Between Artifacts and Texts 
 
Beyond their anguished attempts to justify their promiscuous forays into the domains of the 
written word, archaeologists of the modern world have rarely contributed to a theoretical 
renovation of the concept of the archive. This may seem paradoxical, given the fact that, through its 
intimate and practical relationship with the materiality of things, archaeology is certainly well 
prepared to explore the sensuous and performative properties of historical texts. Unfortunately, the 
development of conceptual frameworks aiming at optimizing the possibilities of texts to flourish as 
archaeological objects –or subjects- in their own right have tended to occur in isolation from the 
actual field of archaeological practice.  
When confronted by documents as rich as probate listings or seizure records (see chapters 5 
and 7) archaeologists tend to limit themselves to squeeze the historical substance of records out of 
their material shell. Their use of the archive remains uncritically extractive, as they expect texts to 
spontaneously reveal the material secrets that the archaeological record does not, or cannot 
preserve. This situation seems to have trapped artifacts and texts in a tense, symbiotic and yet 
unbalanced relation (Andrén 1998; Beaudry 1988; Little 1992; Moreland 2001; Wilkie 2006). On 
the one hand, archaeologies of the recent past tend to draw heavily on historical documents to 
explain the patterns of consumption at the origin of artifactual deposits. On the other hand, 
archaeological data from the recent past are hardly ever used by historians to do more than barely 





standpoint. This ambivalent and uneasy position, which Ivor Noël Hume (1978) once famously 
described as the handmaiden complex of historical archaeology, has haunted the discipline since it 
was first constituted as a specialized area of anthropological research. 
Yet as Stoler has recently observed (2009; 2002:87)  anthropologists, too, have continued to 
employ archival documents as straightforward sources of historical data. More often than not, 
anthropological studies have failed to address the ethnographical potential of the archival text, 
focusing on confidential and outstanding information rather than on formal and conventional 
aspects of the archive that might constitute its richest social face. Both archaeology and 
anthropology, thus, have tended to alienate historical data from the material environment in which 
it was originally placed. Scholars like Beaudry (1988a; Beaudry et al. 2000) Little (1992), Shackel 
(1992), and Yentsch (1988, 1994, 1991) have, nonetheless, repeatedly summoned historical 
archaeologists to contextualize the written records they use.  
Mary Beaudry, in particular, was among the first to make a case for the importance of 
retrieving the folk categories underlying the writing of historical probate records, frequently used as 
primary references in archaeological studies. Beaudry made an early and decisive call urging 
archaeologists to develop consistent methodologies allowing them not only to uncover the linguistic 
structure of documents such as probate records, but to create comparative analytical units through 
which the changing constitution of textual object worlds could be evaluated and interrogated 
(Beaudry 1988a; Beaudry 1988b). The real impact that these claims have had in the theoretical 
advancement of historical archaeology, however, does not appear to have been great. Indeed, 
historical archaeologists may have spent more time chewing the cud of their archival insecurities 





by delving deeper into the material substance of the written record. As a result, their experience of 
the materiality of the text remains unspoken, untold, but certainly not inexistent. 
In this work, my theoretical approach to the archive has been strongly influenced by critical 
perspectives on colonial records that have emerged in the last few years within the field of 
anthropology. In particular, the understanding of the archive as a living ethnographic subject, rather 
than as a crystallized repository of historical facts, has come about hand in hand with a renewed 
interest for the material and intrinsically performative nature of the colonial text. For authors like  
Stoler (2002; 2009) and Taylor (2003) for example, the archive embodies powerful technologies of 
remembering and forgetting that come into being through repetitive taxonomies, genres, and specific 
material forms (Stoler 2002: 87). Ultimately, as Stoler argues, only by uncovering the rhetorical 
styles and forms embedded in the regularities of the archive can students of colonialism move 
forward towards an effective deconstruction of the imperial politics of knowledge which subsist in 
the postcolonial world. 
 
The Tyranny of Writing 
 
It has become a commonplace to state that recordkeeping constitutes an extremely effective 
expression of symbolic violence. As Stoler notes, more than just exemplifying the coercive power of 
the State, the archive represents a space of creativity that is bounded to specific politics of 
knowledge (Stoler 2002:97). Indeed, writing traditions are often deeply rooted in hegemonic 
epistemic systems that control people’s access to the past and affect their perception of the present 
(Dirks 1992; Foucault 1966; Latour 1991). The coercive force of literacy is particularly evident in 





orchestrating the taming of natural and cultural forms of otherness (Mignolo 1995; Rama 1984). 
However, the structural logics of colonial records have, for some time, become subject to 
anthropological inquisition in the light of seminal works by Scott (1985), Bhabha (1985), Hall 
(2000) and Stoler (2009), among others. For these authors, the incongruence of dominant narratives 
betrays the sound of hidden voices populating the interstices of traditional Western historiographies. 
The subversive tactics (cf. de Certeau 1984) through which culturally subjugated groups undermine 
the tyranny of official transcripts may thus constitute an incredibly rich gamut of cultural responses 
to domination is a field that, save for the seminal work of González-Echevarría (1998) and recent 
research by Burns (2005, 2010) remains largely unexplored in the context of the Spanish colonies.  
 
Writing and Speaking 
 
It would certainly be simplistic to describe archival records as mere reifications of spoken 
language (Cummins 1998; Rappaport 1998; Messick 1993). However, it can be argued that writing 
and speech inhabit a common linguistic universe and share an essential faculty to extricate the 
sociality of objects and subjects through culturally established codes of communication. The efficacy 
of both written and spoken words depends on their capacity to be ritually enacted and reenacted in 
time so that their performative character exceeds their original temporality in past and future 
directions (Butler 1997:3) As Merleau-Ponty observed (1962:176-7), to linguistically name a thing 
is to grant it the possibility to participate in  written or spoken speech, thus to constitute itself as a 
socially meaningful category. Yet Butler ably argues that the naming process exposes objects and 
subjects to the unruly and potentially destructive power of discourse (Butler 1997:9). In addressing 





intentions can be either defeated or fulfilled. In that sense, language encompasses both our 
communicative creation and its unexpected effects. As Butler states (1997:8-9), language remains 
alive insofar as it refuses to encapsulate the events it describes. This rebellious facet of language 
resonates well with Miller (2005) and Meskell’s (2005a) understanding of the social nature of things 
– a mutable category that can easily encompass the entire realm of the archive. There is, thus, a 
sound correspondence between speech and texts insofar as they both constitute linguistic 
objectifications of social structures that, more often than not, escape the borders of human 
intentionality. For Butler, to be injured by speech means to lose control of language (Butler 
1997:13). Seemingly, to fetishize a thing means to lose control over its social nature (Meskell 
2005b).  
In literate societies, however, this correspondence between the oral and the written spheres 
may be easily blurred; while both texts and speech can be interrupted and reenacted in a myriad of 
performative reconfigurations, the specific materiality of documents appears here to be sounder than 
the ephemeral one of speech (Freshwater 2003; cf. Beck and Somerville 2005). Hence, within the 
context of record-keeping, written words are assumed to be resistant to social processes of 
forgetfulness and are eventually granted a monopoly on historical truth. Interestingly, as historical 
archaeologists well know, this conception of the archive is still pervasive within the social sciences. 
Yet drawing on the paramount influence of Foucault (1966) and Greenblatt (2005), significant 









Writing Truth in the Spanish Colonies  
 
In her most recent work, Kathryn Burns (2005; 2009) evaluates the advantages and 
limitations of notarial records as first-tier materials for historiographical research. As Burns observes, 
notarial books have long been recognized by social scientists as generous sources of information on 
the most banal aspects of past social lives. They tend to be approached by historians and 
archaeologists as faithful and unproblematic reflections of the subtle textures of bygone times. Yet 
the fascinating role played by public scribes as subjective mediators skillfully moving back and forth 
between the oral domain and the textual space has seldom been critically addressed by archive 
consumers. Still Burns (2005), Nussdorfer (1993) and Farge (1989), among others, have evocatively 
alluded to the almost magical ritual of transcribing and archiving oral statements: in notarial 
contexts, writing constitutes an alchemical process through which words are transformed in truth. 
Indeed, notaries fixed speech in time through authoritative formulae through which, not 
surprisingly, the secular drew its legitimacy from the realm of the sacred. As González-Echevarría 
(1998) posits, notarial records are unique in that they draw their force from an executive rhetoric 
that subdues uncertainty through repetitive textual performances.  
Like archaeologists, notaries registered versions of a past that was seldom their own. Still, 
their professional motivation was as openly mundane as their partiality was explicit. Burns suggests 
that in the Spanish colonial world, people were fully conscious of the benefits of having record-
keepers on their side. Clearly, notarial appointments were appealing positions that could provide 





the Spanish crown made significant efforts to regulate notarial practices throughout its colonial 
empire, the royal right to write the truth was publicly sold to the best bid in Spain as well as all over 
the Iberian empire (Parry 1953). As a result, some public scribes may not have been literate 
themselves. This, however, was barely a problem since subaltern clerks and copyists were normally 
assigned all the work in a notary workshop (Guajardo-Fajardo Carmona 1995). Thus, the highly 
stratified environment in which notarial practice occurred provided numerous structural fissures in 
which official truth could be fragmented, lost, or intentionally reworked. As Burns keenly points 
out, misunderstandings, slippages, bribes, and threats are deeply embedded in the fabric of the 
notarial archive. Documents result from powerful processes of commodification and exchange, 
embodiments of indifference, love and hate within which laconic descriptions of object worlds are 
inserted in a deceptively normative way.   
 
Third Movement: An Archaeology of Individuals  
 
Because of their advantageous access to ethnographic sources and historical texts, 
archaeologists of the modern world often have the possibility to trace reliable life stories of the 
material fragments they recover from the ground (cf. Gosden and Marshall 1999). In doing so, they 
sometimes get to reconnect archaeological objects to the historically known subjects to whom they 
belonged. Yet as it has often been pointed out, the archive is both the blessing and the curse of 
historical archaeologists, a double-edged sword allowing them to reach unrivaled levels of detail in 
their descriptions of social life, at the risk of making their endeavors look like an expensive, 
superfluous or fetishistic gamble that does not really add to our knowledge of the recent past (Deetz 





praise the possibility of reuniting past materialities with documented names, faces and life projects 
for giving me the chance to look into an archaeology of individuals (Meskell 1999).  
It took a long time for anthropologists to lead their understanding of the individual beyond 
the limited conceptions of agency prevailing in early post-structuralist postures. It would take even 
longer for archaeologists to try their luck with sophisticated notions of the person and the self and 
to acknowledge the role of consciously creative individuals in the process of formation of past 
material worlds (Gamble 1998 ; Meskell 1999). Today, however, most post-processual 
archaeologists would agree that individuals, past and present, can be identified through their 
capacity to negotiate and transform the material conditions of their existence (Fowler 2010:358) 
well beyond the structurating processes determining the reproduction of social life. Individuality, 
thus, has been defined in archaeology as a space of social performance induced as much by bodily 
motivations as by structured determinations (Meskell 1999:25). 
Since early modern times, individuality has been idealized and identified with the notion of 
the person (Fowler 2010:368), although this coincidence may not necessarily apply to non-western 
contexts. Basically, persons may be described as individuals who have been recognized and 
legitimized as agentive social subjects. Personhood is, therefore, an unstable concept that is 
fundamental to the understanding of slave societies in the past. The slave trading system inaugurated 
by Grillo and Lomelin in the Spanish Indies, for example, denied the individuality of African captives 
at the moment of their introduction into New World markets (see chapter 3). Yet following their 
initial process of commodification and exchange, slaves were not reduced to what Orlando 
Patterson has described as a form of social death (Patterson 1982:5). Rather, they acquired a legal 





Thus, processes of objectification can also be approached as processes of personification (Fowler 
2010:359).  
Claims for an archaeology of individuals seem particularly germane to the Baroque period I 
am concerned with in this work. Indeed, the late 1600s are defined by a profound faith in the 
creative power of man, essentially conceived as a white, male and Christian person reigning over the 
entire Creation by the grace of God (see chapter 5). Domingo Grillo, for example, typifies John 
Locke’s model of the modern man, a unique individual contingent both to the endless power of 
education and to the accidents of life (Porter 1997:4). I contend that, in the absence of private texts 
allowing us to pry into the deepest layers of Domingo Grillo’s selfhood, it is possible to approach 
him as an individual by uncovering both the obvious and the hidden bodily grammars of his object 
world. As a social agent, Domingo Grillo represents an embodiment of multiple overlapping or 
interchangeable selves (Strathern 1988:273), maneuvering through the structures of the Baroque age 
in a daring quest for personal fulfillment. Ultimately, archaeology allows us to recreate the 
materially-based spaces of subjectivity in which the agency of individuals such as him, or [such as] 
others who adopted him as a model of success (see chapter 6), can be revealed at different levels of 
intimacy through phenomenological approaches to both artifacts and texts (Gosden 1994; Tilley 






In this chapter, I situate my narrative of Grillo and Lomelin’s commercial venture within the 
massive field of slavery studies. Drawing on both classic and recent literature in history and 





Hispanic slave trade up to the late 1600s. Based on a selection of manuscripts gleaned in the 
Archivo General de Indias in Seville, I look into the unstable social, legal, and cultural status of 
slaves in the Spanish Indies, and examine their role as domestic enemies in the notoriously unruly 
isthmus of Tierra Firma. 
Chapter 3 
 
Chapter 3 delves into the complicated theme of Grillo and Lomelin’s slaving monopoly 
contract (1663-1674), the Asiento that would for ever change the concept of slave trading in the 
modern world. Based on over one year of documentary digging at different historical archives in Peru 
and Spain, this chapter acknowledges the prevailing power of the written word and is a subtle 
prospect for future research focusing on the materiality of text. Yet this chapter basically constitutes 
a dense biographical description of the Asiento itself –a tangle of lawsuits, pleas, tallies and 
accusations clearly demonstrating the global dimensions of the Grillos’ daring trade. 
Chapter 4 
 
Chapter 4 brings to the foreground the fascinating story of Domingo Grillo and analyzes it in 
the light of the declining power of Genoese financiers at the court of the Spanish Habsburgs. 
Despite –or perhaps because- of his prominent position in the banking and trading scene, Domingo 
Grillo seems to have been a particularly discrete man, jealously guarding his private world from the 
dangers of the archive. It is, thus, through the well-known character of one of his most notable 
descendants –countess Clelia Grillo Borromeo Arese- that I try to uncover the mysterious 
personality of this baroque, white-collar slaver. Ultimately, it is through the ennobling genealogical 
alliances which the House of Grillo built over a fortune largely amassed from the slave trade that I 
evoke the scope and unthinkable repercussions of a monstrous traffic in human beings. 
Chapter 5 
 
Openly exploiting the coercive nature of the written word, judicial files can be some of the 
richest documents to be found in colonial archives. In this chapter, I conduct an in-depth analysis of 
an inventory produced during an extraordinary event: the seizure of Domingo Grillo’s mansion in 
Madrid. This intrusion into the private world of don Domingo constitutes the archival substance of 
a most poignant object lesson, a luxurious reification of capitalist success through which the silenced 
tragedy of the slave trade acquires a new, staggering dimension. 
 
Chapters 6 and 7 
 
In my sixth chapter, I move across the Atlantic to recreate the material universe that the 
Grillos’ slave trading agents would encounter in the infamous city of Panama. Here, my narrative 
concentrates around the turmoil caused by the execution of a seizure order against all the property 





Justiniano Justiniani –the two European factors administering the slave trade in Tierra Firma on 
behalf of Grillo and Lomelin’s firm. I go on to describe the peculiar urban nature of the city of 
Panama, situated at the crossroads of the modern world. I then focus on the ruined structure known 
as the House of the Genoese, a powerful heterotopic space that has been mythified as the slave market 
of Old Panama. Based on both historical and material evidence, I analyze the unique layout of the 
building –a surprisingly large and complex urban lived space-, and evaluate the possibilities that it 
may have actually corresponded to the notorious headquarters of the slave trade in Tierra Firma.  
In chapter 7, the official records of the seizures carried out in the isthmus will alternate with 
detailed archaeological analyses of the artifacts and features excavated at the House of the Genoese. 
This phenomenological dialogue between artifacts and texts will demonstrate that the compound of 
ruins did not only function as Grillo and Lomelin’s administrative center in the city of Panama: it 
also housed an intricate succession of warehouses and a small infirmary where many of the slaves 
who were forced to make their way through the Isthmus died. Here, several tons of ceramic 
fragments and personal, portable artifacts excavated at the house of the Genoese will be read not 
only as evidences of social life in a particular city at a particular time, but also as the material 
reflections of tense, social relations developing within a densely occupied domestic landscape 
housing the most active managerial hub of the slave trade to the Spanish colonies in the late 1600s. 
In this chapter, historical and archaeological data merge to provide provocative and contrasting 
portraits of the very different social actors –Italian trading agents, Creole domestics, enslaved 
servants, and moribund, unsold slaves- inhabit the same space, each running their own race for 




While my original intention with this narrative was not to make a case for phenomenological 
interpretations of the material record of the past, the nature of the evidence I recovered throughout 
this investigation encouraged me to make a prudent move in that direction. Therefore, rather than 
presenting a synopsis of preceding chapters, the concluding pages of this work highlight the value it 
may have as an emotional translation of bygone times into the present. As with any translation, my 
version of the story of Domingo Grillo and Ambrosio Lomelin shall be read as the result of a 
permanent negotiation between primary sources and fully acknowledged personal choices which can 
















Chapter 2.  
 
Necessity and Greed: Unlocking the Spirit of 
the Hispanic Slave Trade 
 
 
There was, apparently, nothing noteworthy penned on that loose page as it slid out of one of 
the thick bundles of records recounting the slave-trading ventures of Domingo Grillo and Ambrosio 
Lomelin. Yet as I mechanically scanned through the intricate handwriting covering that unpromising 
sheet of paper, now resting in the Archivo General de Indias in Seville, I was immediately struck by 
the terse precision with which it described the grim story of human traffic in the New World:  
 
“Before the Kingdom of Portugal revolted, more than six thousand Negroes were brought 
into the Indies each year.  Two thousand came from Cape Verde, and between twelve and 
sixteen thousand shipped from Angola. Of these, no less than eight thousand were taken to 
the Indies, the rest being carried to Brazil, Spain, Lisbon, the Azores and the Canary 
Islands. And all of the Negroes passing into the Indies were needed to work in the gold 
mines, to farm the land in Peru, and to run sugar mills in New Spain, Havana and 
elsewhere. To grow fields of manioc, of which casaba flour is made, and on which everyone 
on the Windward Islands feeds. To keep grazing fields for cows, from which to get fat and 
meat, and also to attend the needs of all Spaniards living out there”2. 
 
Even in the light of the most updated estimates as to the number of enslaved Africans 
introduced to the Spanish territories in colonial times (Eltis, Behrendt, and Klein 1999; Klein 2004; 
Pétré-Grenouilleau 2004), the statements in this document seem reasonably correct. Undated, 
unsigned, and isolated as it may first appear in its current archival context, this text represents a 
                                                





compelling evidence of a nowadays unthinkable manner of approaching social life. In a stark, 
detached tone that only adds to the poignant narrative it conveys, this manuscript describes the 
initial stage of a dramatic process of polarization and racialization of power relations underpinning 
the Western colonial project in the New World, one that would leave an indelible and painful mark 
on modern human societies throughout and beyond the Atlantic world (Arendt 1966; Foucault 
1992; Chivallon 2010). Ultimately, what this unpretentious piece of paper crisply transmits is the 
historical substance of an era in which human beings and tradable things were not yet conceived as 
mutually exclusive concepts. This was, indeed, a time when Western monarchs, cosmopolitan 
merchants, and a wide range of colonial subjects alike (Thomas 1997; Glausser 1990), shared a 
practical, ambiguous understanding of human nature, one that they accepted and naturalized it in 
the name of God, for the sake of need, and in the hope of financial profit (Pétré-Grenouilleau 
1996).   
Finding a document like this among the records of the Royal Council of the Indies (see 
Cervera Pery 1997) is obviously not a random occurrence, for this anonymous text, a copy of a 
firsthand manuscript whose original identity has now been lost, was undoubtedly well suited to serve 
Grillo and Lomelin’s Asiento –an incredibly generous monopoly contract in human traffic which 
these two Genoese bankers obtained from the Spanish Crown in the year of grace 1662 (Vega 
Franco 1984; Scelle 1906; see chapter 3). And in the same way in which it may have appeared 
persuasive to those higher-ups pleading the cause of the Genoese at the court of the Spanish 
Habsburgs, this text appears to me as a quite evocative reference to the complex and peculiar 
environment within which Domingo Grillo and Ambrosio Lomelin found it possible to embrace 
human traffic as a constitutive element of a socially desirable, financially profitable and morally 





of slave societies throughout the Spanish colonial empire (Bowser 1972, 1974; Cáceres 2000; 
Navarrete 2005; Schmidt-Nowara 2004), what I aim at unlocking here is the sheer, implacable 
entrepreneurial spirit which, by responding to the specific needs of a new order of consumers settling 
down in the New World, opened the door to one of the greatest forced migrations of all times 
(Klein 1978; Gilroy 1993; Falola and Childs 2004; Thomas 1997; Klein 2004:213; Lindsay 2008). 
Unlocking is, for that matter, an especially fitting term to describe the approach I seek to give to this 
critical and unavoidable phase in an archaeology of the slave trade, for addressing the issue of slavery, 
even in a tangential way, implies treading a path covered in dangerous pitfalls left behind by decades 
of judgmental, self-reproaching, and strongly politicized reflections over an institution that, as most 
anthropologists and historians would argue, played an instrumental role in the development of most 
complex societies up to the modern era (Pétré-Grenouilleau 2004:10; Meillassoux 1991; Klein 
1999).  
A comprehensive assessment of the historiography of Atlantic slavery, however, falls well 
beyond the scope of this investigation, principally because the volume of literature existing on the 
topic is larger than in most other fields of Western academic research (Patterson 1977). While it is 
still important that this chapter include a basic description of the historical conditions that allowed 
slavery to develop into an incredibly powerful colonial institution in the New World, this discussion 
must, for strategic reasons, be framed within a specific history of human traffic, one which is akin, 
but not equivalent, to a global history of slavery per se. Although this study focuses on a region and 
period during which these two issues seem impossible to separate, it is crucial here to provide the 
reader with an early caveat: far from constituting a synonym of slavery, the slave trade only refers to 
the mechanism of exchange ensuring the reproduction and growth of slave societies that, because of 





sustainable (Farnsworth 2000; Patterson 1975; Tadman 2000; Curtin 1977). The divergent nature 
of these closely related terms is, perhaps, best revealed when analyzed within the context of 
emerging, capitalist world–systems (Wallerstein 1987, 1980, 1991): while the relation of slavery to 
the rise of capitalism and the process of industrialization of the West is still one of the most actively 
debated topics in contemporary history, there seems to be a general consensus on the fact that, as 
early as the mid 17th century, the transatlantic slave trade upon which most slave societies in the 
New World relied was solidly based on a relatively stable, mercantilist structure that transgressed 
national and imperial borders (Hall 1971; Beckles 1997; Williams 1987). In other words, slavery 
and the slave trade occupy two different niches in colonial economies that, in this chapter, I shall be 
careful to keep distinct.  
My discussion of the slippery problem of the slave trade shall also be limited here to times 
and spaces that are germane to the understanding of Grillo and Lomelin’s Asiento, and, eventually, 
to the effects that their trading operations had on the isthmus and colonial city of Panama. 
Therefore, in the pages to follow, I will only look into the first manifestations of human traffic that 
can be observed in the Spanish colonies in the 16th and 17th centuries (Maya Restrepo 1992; de la 
Fuente 2004; Rodríguez Morel 2004; Klein 2004; Mellafe 1973; Vila Vilar 1977), and on the way 
this unthinkable commerce would contribute to the consolidation of the Atlantic as a furiously 
disputed space of material exchange (Vila Vilar 1984; Braudel 1986). I will specifically concentrate 
on the eleven, tortuous years of Domingo Grillo and Ambrosio Lomelin’s Asiento (1663-1674), 
during which  their firm would become a well-known synonym of treachery, contraband and fraud. 
Within the complex and unstable geopolitical order in which Grillo and Lomelin placed their 





spots connecting the Caribbean and the South Sea and, therefore, privileged witnesses to the severe 
implications that playing out the spirit of the slave trade could have in the early modern world.  
 
 As old as humankind 
 
Documenting what I have referred to so far as the spirit of the slave trade implies taking a 
prudent distance from the enormous volume of works that, especially since the late 18th-century and 
the rise of abolitionist movements in Europe (Patterson 1977:408), has been written on the 
problem of slavery and, consequently, on that of the slave trade. Yet even stepping back from 
scholarship French historian Olivier Pétré-Grenouilleau recently described as monstrous,  both in 
subject and in size (Pétré-Grenouilleau 2004:8), necessarily involves a basic revision of the key, but 
not always well-grounded notions upon which this oversized literature has been –and continues to 
be- constructed. Slavery, the exceedingly complex and malleable institution defining the social and 
legal principles under which human beings are entitled to be owned by one another, has intrigued 
Western thinkers since earliest Antiquity. Paraphrasing André Ducasse’s observations, dating back 
to the 1940s, the exploitation of people by people seems like a natural temptation for human beings, 
and one that is presumably as old as humankind (Ducasse 1948; Lévy-Bruhl 1968; cf. Arendt 1966).  
From the beginning of recorded times, philosophers, intellectuals, clergymen and writers of 
all sorts have amply and incessantly commented on the legal, moral, and cultural basis of a social fact 
principally characterized by the deep, ontological contradictions it embodies (Morris 1998:984; 
Patterson 1982:2). Slavery, indeed, refers to the institutionalized conjunction of diametrically 
opposed terms, an oxymoronic situation in which the notions of servitude and freedom appear as an 





(Patterson 1977:432), as suggested, for example, by Aristotle’s pragmatic definition of a slave as a 
mere object with a soul (Thomas 1997:29; Ariza Montañez 2005). In early Christian times, slavery 
was the subject of quite sophisticated reflections by clerics like Saint Augustine (Mary 1954) or St. 
John Chrysostom, among many others, although their thoughtful considerations would have no 
significant, or long-lasting effect on the fate of the institution. In fact, more often than not, the 
Catholic Church, with its occasional, bland and inconsequent condemnation of slavery throughout 
the Middle Ages and beyond, stealthily participated in its naturalization and perpetuation in the 
pre-industrial West (Quenum 2008).  
For the early modern period, John Locke, roughly a contemporary of Domingo Grillo and 
Ambrosio Lomelin, is frequently quoted as an especially compromising example of the disconnection 
existing between theoretical and practical approaches to social life, for the British champion of 
natural freedom had manifestly no qualms in actively participating in the slave trading business 
(Glausser 1990). Yet what would, for some, appear here like a blatant contradiction in Locke’s 
intellectual project might be nothing more than a particularly eloquent manifestation of the baroque 
entrepreneurial spirit animating the rise of modern bourgeois societies falling under the enchantment 
of early forms of capitalism (Beckles 1997:779). Regardless of the various attempts that have been 
made to downplay or justify Locke’s contradictory postures, his financial involvement in the 
transatlantic human traffic is a nowadays proven and certainly discomfiting fact. Yet this evidence is 
also quite illustrative of the way in which the 17th century probably saw the birth and consolidation 
of new, unbridled forms of production, consumption, and trade, in which the promise of endless 
wealth accumulations effectively eclipsed any ethical or moral reservation as to the sources of that 





 This observation is, of course, as valid for John Locke’s case as it may be for Domingo 
Grillo and Ambrosio Lomelin, for everyone involved in the administrative apparatus of the Spanish 
monarchy, or, somewhat later, by the mid 18th century, for the rising elite of slave traders based, for 
example, among the French port city of Nantes (Martin 1993; Pétré-Grenouilleau 1996). As simple 
as it may sound to describe a nowadays questionable behavior as an unfortunate product of a bygone 
time, one should also be careful to note the little interest that presenting human traffic as a normal 
component of the early modern period socio-cultural repertoire seems to have provoked among 
intellectual spheres that, since the moment abolitionist movements started sweeping across Europe 
in the late 1700s, have been gradually, but strongly programmed to denounce slavery as an 
unspeakable crime against humankind (Cottias, Cunin, and Mendes 2010).   
Echoing profound structural changes in Western transnational patterns of exchange that, as 
Eric Williams eloquently suggested in the 1940s (Williams 1987), had much more to do with the 
triumph of the capitalist market than with the spontaneous rise of humanitarian ideas (Beckles 
1997:781), the moral legitimacy of slavery finds itself at stake as the inherent contradictions of the 
institution are brought to the surface in the first half of the 19th century. With the economic 
justifications of slave systems eroding at a fleeting pace, classical philosophical postures or Christian 
theological discourses advising slaves to prefer the security of soul-free captivity to the uncertainties 
of emancipation (Thomas 1997:30) soon became untenable. Yet the spirit that had revitalized the 
institution of slavery in the West, keeping it alive well beyond the end of the colonial period in the 
New World, was far from being extinct. Whereas, by the turn of the 20th century, some simplistic or 
radical readings of Marxian theory continued to present slavery as an unavoidable social stage 
leading to civilization and socialism (Patterson 1977:409), the powerful momentum of the spirit of 





power relations that would eventually lead to the division of the globe into developed and 
underdeveloped regions (Mielants 2007).   
 
Venturing into definitions  
 
Today, from the uncomfortable position which forces us to unlock the spirit of the slave 
trade in order to decipher the social lives of Domingo Grillo and Ambrosio Lomelin, slavery can be 
understood as an extreme form of physical and psychical domination based on reciprocal, yet deeply 
unbalanced power relations. As Hegel famously argued in his seminal interpretation of the 
fundamental social bond tying masters and slaves (Neuhouser 2009; Patterson 1982:2-3), slavery 
can be described as a state of total domination which, for slaveholders, also represents a complete 
dependence upon the live objects in their thrall. From an anthropological standpoint, slavery has 
also been defined as a both brutal and paternalistic institution obliterating the original genealogies of 
captives (Thornton 1998; Morris 1998:984), and as a racially-based system of oppression that can 
be culturally destructive and creative at the same time (Genovese 1974; Berlin 1998; Hall 2005). 
Finally, a growing number of economic historians now tend to agree that the notion of slavery, at 
least in the case of the New World, usually incorporates both capitalist and pre-capitalist elements 
converging into relatively congruent systems of production (Morris 1998:984; Andrews and Fenton 
2001).  
Intensively studied and still deeply misunderstood, slavery is a difficult and sometimes 
embarrassing subject to address in contemporary times, not only because of its direct relationship to 
the painful and strongly politicized development of race relations (Mullins 2010, 2008; Wacquant 





upon which dominant systems of knowledge have been constructed in the West (Latour 1993; 
Dupré 1993; Douglas 1992). In consequence, popular definitions of slavery may often rise from 
essentialized, ahistorical and poorly informed perspectives on the institution that, however, have 
helped to consolidate an emotional taboo around historical issues such as the Atlantic slave trade 
(Klein 1999:xviii).  
The difficulties of coping with the emotional load of slavery are, of course, especially patent 
in North American academic literature, which unquestionably dominates scholarship on the topic 
(Pétré-Grenouilleau 2004:8-10). While it is not my intention here to look into the deep reasons 
explaining this thematic imbalance in North American scholarship, the influence that African-
American contemporary politics have had on the development of increasingly visible and potentially 
empowering slave studies at the global level could hardly be disregarded (Mintz and Price 1976; 
McGuire 1991; Hall 1990; Mullins 2008). Thus, it is clearly in connection to a strongly socially-
engaged North American academia that, since the 1930s, and mostly from the 1960s onwards, the 
question of transatlantic slavery passed from being a virtually unexplored area of research to become 
a central subject in economic and demographic history (Klein 1999; Kraay 2004:180; Ryden 2001).  
Because their approach to historical evidence is usually presented as scientifically unbiased, 
these academic disciplines may have initially been successful in countering some of the extreme 
unease that the evocation of problem of slavery and the slave trade tends to awaken in present-day 
audiences. It is thus within these intentionally cold and clinical fields of research that some of the 
most influential and illuminating works on the topic of slavery were first developed (Curtin 1969; 
Lovejoy 2000; Vila Vilar 1977). However, the nature of the data upon which these studies based 
their interpretation of the past also tended to constrain the scope of research questions they could 





issues of memory, cultural heritage, and racial politics among Afro-descendent communities past and 
present, in the Americas and elsewhere (Araujo 2010).  
Economic and demographic history were, however, avenues of research that seemed quite 
appropriate to analyze, in apparently objective and impassive terms, the statistical information that 
could be extracted of the archival memory of the slave trade. Today, the impressive set of data 
compiled by Philip Curtin in the late 1960s (Curtin 1969) continues to be the main work of 
reference on this front (Phillips 1985). While Curtin’s estimate of 11.000.000 slaves departing 
Africa for the New World between the 16th and the 19th centuries, was originally deemed too 
conservative, subsequent investigations aiming at refining his data have tended to confirm these by 
no means negligible numbers. Yet the fact that Curtin’s estimate was received with suspicion at the 
time of its release is quite illustrative of another phenomenon that has plagued the study of human 
traffic since its very onset: the story of forced migrations from Africa, and particularly that of the 
massive transatlantic slave trade has long constituted a mythical terrain in which popular, 
sensationalist narratives have thrived, despite their lack of objectivity and historical support.  
Debunking those myths on the basis of historical, archaeological or anthropological research 
is on the edge of political correctness and can be often accused of revisionism by strongly engaged 
political activists, who are not necessarily well-informed. While one could hardly emphasize enough 
the social and demographic tragedy that the trade represented for the African continent in the early 
modern period, Pétré-Grenouilleau is certainly correct when he observes that bona fide, sensitizing 
discourses developed in the 19th century in support of the suppression of slavery as an institution had 
a long-lasting effect in deforming public opinions about the slave trade. Consequently, these public 
opinions seem nowadays much more influenced by deeply entrenched popular legends and hearsay 





conclude, following Myriam Cottias and others, that the slave trade is also a phenomenon that 
resists homogenizing, straightforward definitions (Cottias, Cunin, and Mendes 2010). As with 
slavery itself, the concept of the slave trade needs to be carefully contextualized before being 
attributed a particular role in global and local histories. It is mainly for this reason that historians 
like Pétré-Grenouilleau have opted to speak of slave trades –in their plural form- arguing that this 
democratization of the term counters the generalized tendency, prevailing both in academia and 
among the general public, to assign all networks of human traffic to the notorious commercial route 
linking the West African coast to the New World.  
While this strategy might not be entirely effective in demystifying the notion of the slave 
trade as an exclusively Atlantic occurrence, it does highlight the fact that human traffic originating in 
Africa does not necessarily accommodate the simplified triangular scheme with which it is commonly 
associated (Pétré-Grenouilleau 2005:35; Klein 2004:222). Indeed, the triangular trade –the 
historical concept describing colonial exchange as an essentially unbalanced system within which 
enslaved people, purchased with European capital on West African coasts, were traded in the New 
Word for tropical, slave-produced cash crops which, in turn were to be sold for manufactured goods 
in the ports of Europe- is another clear example of the mythification process that many concepts 
related to slavery and the slave trade seem to have gone through. The triangular trade, in particular, 
portrays human traffic connecting Western Africa to the Americas and the Caribbean from a strongly 
Eurocentric and simplified position, downplaying the active and complex role that both Africans and 
colonists in the Americas may have had in shaping the transnational market of which human traffic 
was part in early modern times.  
To reduce the history of the slave trades to this deceptive, triangular figure condemns us, in 





traffic networks. Further, it puts us at risk of depriving the history the Atlantic slave trade of a large 
part of its rich temporalities (Cottias, Cunin, and Mendes 2010:9; Chivallon 2005), obliterating the 
way in which early supply of enslaved labor force, particularly in Spanish America, was not 
necessarily related to the development of large-scale cash crop production in the colonial world (de 
la Fuente 2004; Rodríguez Morel 2004). In fact, in Grillo and Lomelin’s days, the plantation system 
was still in its infancy in the Spanish colonies and, although slave-mined precious metals constituted 
a major part of the goods colonial authorities collected and shipped to Spain, urban, domestic slaves 
accounted for at least half of the enslaved population in provinces like Peru (Cosamalón Aguilar 
2005). Yet, as Herbert Klein (2004) convincingly argues, the profits of American slave-produced 
goods rarely, if ever, returned to Europe aboard slave ships, something the structure of Grillo and 
Lomelin’s Asiento clearly demonstrates (see chapter 3).                
 
Old laws for a new trade 
 
Based on the theoretical discussion above, I shall now turn my attention to the particular 
social and economic climate in which the commerce in enslaved African people took over the 
Spanish colonial empire beginning in the early 16th century. As with any other historical instance of 
human traffic, the Hispanic slave trade, the first one to be established and the last one to cease in 
the New World, needs to be considered not only within the larger social and cultural context within 
which slavery flourished in the Atlantic world, but also keeping a prudent distance from loaded and 
reductionist concepts tainting popular, entrenched understandings of slavery in early modern times. 
  The study of slavery as a long implanted, legally-based Iberian tradition is, in particular, a 





and complicate our perspectives on the development of slavery in the Spanish colonies (de la Fuente 
2004; Mellafe 1973; Domínguez Ortiz 2003; Lucena Salmoral 2005). As early as 1512, through the 
implementation of a legal code known as the Burgos Laws, the Spanish Crown started taking 
measures to protect the rapidly declining native population in the Indies (Altamira 1938; Mellafe 
1973:19; Mena Garcia 1996:97). Yet these tutelary norms which forbade the maltreatment and 
abuse of the Indians were never really enforced, and proved largely ineffective to mitigate the 
devastating effects that violence, enslavement and disease had on American indigenous people. Soon 
after the establishment of the Spanish colonial rule in the Caribbean, a severe demographic crisis 
affecting all regions of the New World caused a generalized shortage of native labor which has been 
amply documented in historiographical literature (Lovell and Lutz 1995; 2003; Lovell 2000; Cook 
and Lovell 2000). In consequence, enslaved labor, as it has often been demonstrated, would become 
indispensable to uphold the Spanish colonial project, in particular in those islands of the Caribbean 
where the demographic crisis had taken the hardest toll on original indigenous populations (Deagan 
and Cruxent 2002). By 1542, largely as a result of Fr. Bartolomé de las Casas’s campaigns to protect 
American Indians (Friede and Keen 1971; Castro 2007), native slavery was outlawed in the Leyes 
Nuevas, with the original encomienda system formally, though not effectively, abolished in Spanish 
colonial territories3. Overall, this demographic and legal convergence of circumstances branched out 
into an imperative demand for labor which, because of the exceedingly high economic cost of 
attracting free European workers to the New World,  could not be fulfilled but through external –in 
this case, West African- sources (Klein 2004:202).  
                                                
3 The encomienda could be defined as the Spanish colonial reinterpretation of serfdom, through which native 
populations, although not attached to land, were entrusted to a White colonist legally entitled to exploit them as a 





Traditional mechanisms of slavery were amply supported by the Hispanic legal system, 
deriving from Visigothic, Arabic, and Roman traditions compiled in the fundamental basis of all the 
Spanish juridical apparatus: the code of the Siete Partidas (de la Fuente 2004; Burns 2001). The legal 
and institutional basis supporting the Hispanic tradition of slavery is, thus, an important element 
when it comes to understanding the spirit of the slave trade. This aspect of historiographical 
research has, in fact, attracted a substantial amount of scholarly interest, principally as a result of 
Frank Tannenbaum’s seminal statement about the reasons explaining the diverging developments of 
race relations in the Iberian and Anglo-Saxon postcolonial worlds (Tannenbaum 1992).  
Put simply, Tannenbaum’s argument proposes that, within the Spanish colonial empire, 
slaves were endowed with a legal and moral personality they simply did not have in British 
territories. This, in turn, implied that slaves’ social status under Spanish rule was significantly less 
dehumanizing and their living conditions milder than those slaves experienced under the British 
regime. According to Tannenbaum, that legally-based difference in the colonial experience of the 
Spanish and the British also determined the politics of race construction in colonial times, but even 
more so in periods following emancipation.  
The Tannenbaum thesis gained considerable popularity in academia in the 1950s and 1960s, 
contributing to strengthen yet another deeply entrenched myth in slave studies –namely that 
nowhere had the experience of slavery been as harsh and dehumanizing as in the territory of the 
United States. The idea of slavery in Spanish America as an essentially gentle and protective 
institution with substantial room for social integration was consistently developed in early, 
influential works by Klein (1978) and Elkins (1959), for example. These were, however, the object 
of sustained criticism from researchers, mostly influenced by Marxian theory, who proffered that 





the degree of brutality to which slavery was taken in one or another colonial context in the New 
World (Berlin 1998; Schmidt-Nowara 2004). In particular, it is now a well accepted fact that it was 
the plantation system, and especially that oriented towards sugar production (Mintz 1985; Schwartz 
2004), which can usually be charged with the most infamous, degrading and stereotypical treatments 
inflicted on enslaved people of African origin or descent (Epperson 1990; Farnsworth 2000; Hall 
1971; Phillips 1952).  
For slaves, plantation life best represents the chattel-like condition of a human being 
deprived of any practical and moral expression of personhood (de la Fuente 2004:344). It is 
generally assumed that this intensive mode of labor exploitation did not occur in Spanish America 
until the 19th century, although much work remains to be done to elucidate the logics of forced 
labor in earlier, presumably less intensive agricultural estates –such as those mentioned in the 
document opening this chapter (Schwartz 2004). In an even more emphatic tone, Gwendolyn 
Midlo Hall observed that any argument describing slave systems in Spanish America as mild 
manifested a profound unawareness of work conditions for enslaved populations under Hispanic rule 
(Hall 1971). This seems to echo Pétré-Grenouilleau’s controversial statement, originally referring to 
the heated debate entailed by his observation that there was no point in comparing any historical 
slave trade to the Shoah: there is not, as Pétré-Grenouilleau posits, a Richter scale on which to 
measure suffering (Mathy 2011:159; Araujo 2010:79). In fact, recent historiographical and 
archaeological research focusing on plantation life in Brazil and Cuba tends to indicate that these 
systems could easily be deemed as being as dehumanizing as that in place in the Old South, for 
example (Phillips 1985:205; Singleton 2001).  
Roughly half a century after it was originally formulated, Tannenbaum’s debate has 





de la Fuente has, for example, recently stirred up the discussion suggesting that, if it may be true that 
legal systems do not encompass the totality of social experience, they do provide a useful analytical 
framework within which social life in slave societies can be assessed. In other words, laws, past and 
present, represent one, among many possible repertoires of social facts through which individuals 
can play out their agentive power, by abiding by, modifying, or resisting  them (de la Fuente 
2004:349).  
As a fundamental instrument codifying virtually all aspects of social life, the Siete Partidas not 
only endorsed enslavement as a legitimate legal status in early modern Spain and Spanish America, 
but also substantiated its existence through unspoken references to ancient, slave-based social 
systems which contributed to the perception of slavery as a timeless institution requiring no 
particular moral justification. Indeed, slavery had never really been obliterated from the Iberian 
mindset, at least since Roman times, an argument that is often brought forward to explain the 
readiness with which it was adopted as a first-choice solution to labor shortage in the New World 
(Phillips 1985; Cortés López 1989). Yet even though the trading and keeping of slaves constituted a 
legal and moral possibility in the early modern Spanish social panorama, there was considerable 
disagreement as to what could have been considered legitimate mechanisms of enslavement in Grillo 
and Lomelin’s days. Again, what this uncovers is the essential difference existing between the 
concept of slavery and the history of the early modern slave trade.  
 
Spanish licenses, Portuguese faults  
 
Historical evidence suggests that, for the late 15th to late 16th centuries, human traffic on 





and especially gold, principally controlled by Portuguese explorers and merchants since the late 
Middle Ages (Thomas 1997; Vila Vilar 1977; Lovejoy 2000).  In fact, at least until the 1640s, 
Portuguese traders would supply their Spanish neighbors with African slaves, shipping from their 
fortified trading posts in Mauritania, Senegambia, and the Gold Coast towards the ports of Lisbon 
and Seville 4. Overwhelmed by the administrative demands of its nascent colonial empire, the 
Spanish monarchy did simply not have the human, economic and naval capacities to compete 
against the Portuguese in the control of a trade on which the Hispanic expansionist project was 
largely dependant.  
Interestingly enough, it was precisely against the Portuguese that, by the second half of the 
16th century, some of the very few public opponents to the slave trade in early modern Spain would 
turn their wrath. Artfully sparing both the Spanish king and his subjects from the guilt of buying, in 
good will, human merchandise unjustly captured by others beforehand, the writings of the Jesuit 
priest Luis de Molina (1615) and of the Dominican friar Tomas de Mercado (1569) effectively 
represent the ambiguous and contradictory spirit of the Spanish Golden Age (Wilson 1961). As 
Dominguez Ortiz ably notes, despite all the sophisticated philosophical theorizations that could be 
constructed around the problem of slavery at that time, the common perception of the institution 
remained deeply incoherent, stranded in a state of intellectual inertia that was incapable of, and 
certainly uninterested in breaking with an immemorial custom that was positively sanctioned by the 
Crown and by the Church (Domínguez Ortiz 2003; Andrés-Gallego 2005).  
Not surprisingly, however, these anti-Portuguese rants seem to fade out by the turn of the 
17th-century, as Philip II of Spain inherited the crown of Portugal from his uncle, Henry the Chaste, 
within the context of an intricate dynastic crisis. Made official in 1580, the unification of the Iberian 
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Peninsula would make Spain the greatest power in the West, and undoubtedly the most interested 
in the creation of an efficient system to administer the slave trade to the New World. This interest 
was, of course, not new. Even before the demographic decline of the native American population 
had become patent, the Spanish monarchy had been aware of the enormous profits which could be 
drawn from the monopolization of human traffic in its colonial empire. The mechanisms Spanish 
authorities would employ to keep the introduction of African slaves in the Americas under control 
would, however, be as unsuccessful as those developed to deter foreign powers from penetrating 
their colonial trading space (see chapter 3).  
The Spanish Crown’s struggle to impose control over African captives introduced to the 
Americas may have started as early as 1501, when Queen Isabella ordered that only Christianized 
and black slaves, fully integrated into Spanish society, should be allowed to pass into the Indies 
(Mellafe 1973:54; Phillips 1985:184). The scant success of this initial measure –which, more than 
anything else, reflects the concern of the Spanish crown to protect American natives against any 
cultural influence different from the Spanish, Christian one- would be evident in the first known 
historical record accounting for the presence of African slaves in the New World – a fragment of a 
royal decree dating to 1503, responding to governor Nicolas de Ovando’s petition to suspend the 
slave traffic to the island of Hispaniola, due to the high number of runaway slaves wreaking havoc in 
his jurisdiction (Lucena Salmoral 2005:22).  
It was not until 1513 that individual royal licenses began to be required by any person 
intending to import African slaves to Spanish America,  coincidently the same year that the 
notorious Pedrarias Dávila, governor of the province of Castilla del Oro, is said to have imported 
the first slaves of African origin to the Isthmus of Tierra Firma  (Drolet 1980:47). The licensing 





for the Spanish Crown (Mellafe 1973: 30). In 1518, one of Charles the Fifth’s Flemish favorites, 
Laurent de Gouvenot, was the first to be given a monopolist license to ship four thousand slaves 
directly from the coasts of Guinea to the Spanish territories in the New World. After Gouvenot’s 
permission ran out in 1526, similar licenses were granted to other courtiers, among others to 
German bankers Heinrich Ehinger and Hieronymous Seiler. This second licensing system differed 
from the first one in that it pre-established the number of slaves expected to be introduced to the 
colonies in a given number of years, and specified the geographical  points in Africa and the New 
World from and to which slaves could be transported.  
These monopolist licenses, however, led to a considerable increase in the price of slaves in 
American ports, for most grantees were only interested in the immediate revenue that the cession of 
those permissions to a third party could represent. Laurent de Gouvenot, for example, would split 
his license in two shares that he sold to Genoese merchants settled in Seville for 25.000 ducats; 
they, in turn would split them again and place them on the market where they became active objects 
of speculation (Phillips 1952:14). On the termination of the German license, the House of Trade in 
Seville – la Casa de la Contratación5- took over the assignment of slave trading licenses to the Spanish 
colonies, many of which were received as gracious grants from the sovereign to worthy courtiers or 
conquistadors, or as a way to pay off interests on royal debts.  
Unpopular as it was among the Portuguese, the 1580 unification of Spain and Portugal gave 
Lusitanian merchants a unique opportunity to gain an absolute control over the slave trade in the 
entire Spanish empire. Thus it was in his quality of subject to the king of Spain that, in 1595, the 
Portuguese entrepreneur Pedro Gomes Reynel negotiated the first Asiento contract with the Spanish 
Crown –by which he obtained the right to introduce to the Indies 4,250 slaves per annum over a 
                                                





period of nine years. In return for this permission, Gomes Reynel obliged himself to pay the Crown a 
total of 100,000 ducats per year (Newson and Minchin 2007; Vila Vilar 1977).  
In an early, monumental work marking a watershed in the contemporary study of the 
Hispanic slave trade, Georges Scelle (1906; 1910:616) defined the Asiento as a treaty of public 
interest established between the Spanish crown and private individuals, and referring to the 
administration of a tax, a colonial enterprise, or the providing of a service. Throughout the colonial 
period,  countless Asiento contracts were signed both in Spain and in the Indies, through which the 
Crown sold to a natural or legal person the right to levy taxes on items such as tobacco, spirits, 
playing cards or even snow (González de la Vara 1991). The asentista –i.e. whoever had come into 
possession of that right- was then expected to pay the Crown a rent that was somewhat lower than 
the total amount of tax-money he perceived, so that he could profit from the overall transaction.  
After 1595, the right to deliver and sell African slaves in the New World undoubtedly 
became the most coveted of all Asientos, for it concerned a matter of first economic and political 
importance. For almost fifty years, following Gomes Reynel’s contract, other Portuguese merchants 
maintained the monopoly over the slave trade, resisting the growing pressure that rising European 
forces –and notably those from the Dutch republic (Emmer 2005)- put on their commercial 
infrastructure on West Africa. The overall nature of the Portuguese Asientos have been thoroughly 
studied by Vila Vilar (1977) and, more recently, by Newson and Minchin (2007); therefore it will 
not be necessary to describe them in detail here. In general, studies indicate that, while these first 
Asientos marked the beginning of the large-scale introduction of African slaves into the New World, 
they also represented major setbacks for the economic and financial structure of the Spanish empire. 





contraband and tax evasion did to the colonial economy, losses to the Spanish monarchy were 
enormous (see chapter 3).  
As Philip Curtin observed more than four decades ago, few, if any of the asentistas made profit 
on human traffic and few actually fulfilled the obligations of their contract, partly because of the 
incredibly burdensome regulations that Spanish colonial authorities imposed on any commerce 
going to or coming from the Indies (Curtin 1969). For example, even though the Portuguese 
asentistas obtained the possibility to ship captives directly from Africa to the New World, colonial 
authorities retained the right to impose limits on the number of slaves to be transported to America, 
as well as to specify the ports through which they could be introduced. While these measures, more 
often than not, contravened the realities of slave labor demands in Spanish colonial provinces, they 
were justified by the necessity to maximize control over the human merchandise that was brought 
into the Indies. Drastic measures such as the total prohibition on the introduction of African slaves 
into the isthmus of Tierra Firma (Jopling 1994; Tardieu 2009; Pike 1997; Vila Vilar 1987), or the 
severe limitation to do so through the port of Buenos Aires (Crespi 2001; Schavelzon 2003), 
however, only contributed to strengthen the ubiquitous smuggling apparatus undermining the ill-
fated bases of colonial trade.  
Slave ships, in particular, were known as particularly effective means to traffic in all kinds of 
foreign goods in Spanish America, especially after the Caribbean slipped out of Spanish hands to 
become an active transnational battle field in the early 17th century (Vila Vilar 1984; Scelle 1906).  
As Curtin suggested (Curtin 1969:21), a slave trading Asiento might have been sought-after more for 
the opportunities it provided to engage in illicit commerce than for the gains related to the 
introduction of Africans into the New World.  Despite being usually considered a great commercial 





risks. Dealing in human beings, notwithstanding how favorable trading conditions may have seemed 
in the early 1600s, was an unpredictable business which would drive more than one Lusitanian 
entrepreneur into bankruptcy. Yet as long as the demand for African slaves persisted –and actually 
increased- throughout the New World, the Asiento system subsisted virtually unchanged.  
Today, the wealth of records generated within the seemingly legal context of Asiento 
contracts constitutes an invaluable source of data when it comes to estimate the total number of 
African people forcibly carried to the Spanish Indies throughout the colonial period.  There is, 
however, little agreement among scholars as to the coefficient by which these numbers must be 
corrected to account for fraudulent slave arrivals into the New World. Researchers in economic 
history have obtained a wide range of results when estimating, for example, the number of slaves 
introduced through the ports of Cartagena or Veracruz during the time of the Portuguese asientos 
(Curtin 1969; Phillips 1985; Maya Restrepo 1992; Chaunu and Chaunu 1955-59; Gutiérrez 
Azopardo 1987; Wheat 2011). While this is not the place to evaluate the accuracy of the numbers 
these scholars propose, it is worth mentioning how, using a variety of indirect sources contrasting 
with official Asiento records and slave ships tonnage, Enriqueta Vila (1977) arrives at a figure similar 
to the 3,000 heads per annum proposed in the 17th century by the Jesuit priest Alonso de Sandoval 
in his monumental work Tractatus de Instauranda Aethiopum Salute –or On How to Restore the 
Salvation of Ethiopians (Sandoval 1956).  
Vila Vilar’s nod to the statistical data provided by Sandoval draws our attention to the way 
in which his work conveys the spirit of the slave trade. First published around 1627, Sandoval’s 
volume probably constitutes the first Catholic missionary treaty addressing the catechization of 
African-born slaves. In what he perceived as a practical component of his spiritual mission on Earth, 





among the African captives who were introduced by the Portuguese into the port of Cartagena. As 
sympathetic as Sandoval was to the hardships of African slaves in the New World, he would no more 
question the legitimacy of the practice of enslavement than his fellow clergymen had since the time 
of Las Casas. The tragic fate of African people, Sandoval thought, could not be explained but by the 
will of God: Africans, whose physical appearance had been irremediably soiled by the curse of Ham 
(Goldenberg 2003; Haynes 2002), were afflicted with a natural lack of intelligence which justified 
their enslavement by those who could improve their conditions of existence and provide them with 
the knowledge of Christian faith.  
Slavery, thus, was seen by Sandoval as a fair and effective mechanism to save the otherwise 
hopeless souls of black people, and a state that could only be condemned when it resulted from an 
unjust and greed-motivated capture (Almeida de Souza 2006; Ariza Montañez 2005; Restrepo 
2005; Tardieu 1984). The nuances Sandoval gave to the problem of the slave trade emulated the 
politically skilful posture that his fellow Jesuit Luis de Molina had assumed vis-à-vis the same issue a 
few decades before. In the Baroque Catholic discourse, even more so than in any other context of 
thought, greed could never be openly expressed as the true raison d’être of slavery, in the same way 
that the avidity of gain was rarely invoked as one of the main driving forces of the colonial project.  
 
Discourse of need, rhetoric of order 
 
In 1640, availing itself of a climate of deep political and economic instability looming over 
Spain under the rule of Philip IV, Portugal reclaimed its independence and placed the Braganza 
dynasty on the Lusitanian throne. This predictable rebellion, lead by local aristocracy and merchant 





Deprived of the traditional source of slaves it had been exploiting since the 15th century via 
Lusitanian merchants, Spain would leave the slave trade adrift for more than a decade while the 
demand of labor in its colonial territories continued to grow. It was not until 1651 that, realizing 
the great amount of losses which the fact of leaving the slave trade in the hands of foreign interlopers 
signified for the royal finances, the Spanish crown, once again, entrusted the guild of merchants –or 
Consulado de Mercaderes- of Seville with the supply of African labor in the New World. 
 However, perhaps because it was too absorbed administrating the avería –or convoy tax- 
that the House of Trade charged on all the merchandise shipped from the Indies in order to finance 
the Spanish treasure fleets (del Vas Mingo and Navarro Azcué 1991)- the Sevillian guild never 
reorganized the colonial slave trading system. Thus, colonial authorities in the New World either 
closed their eyes to, or deliberately participated in the illicit introductions of Africans carried out by 
British and Dutch merchants (Scelle 1906:491), despite which, throughout the 1650s, the Spanish 
empire found itself in the most critical shortage of labor it had ever seen.  
It is this difficult situation that governors, bishops, and commoners in the New World 
insistently reported both to the Council of the Indies and to the king himself, in a constant flow of 
desperate memorandums dispatched from virtually all Spanish colonial provinces.  The lamenting 
tirades of colonial officials, however, were something the Council was well trained to take with a 
grain of salt, even more so when it concerned the complicated issue of the slave trade, which, 
because of the huge economic importance of the commodities it referred to, seemed particularly 
prone to be the object of conflicting sources of information.  
For example, in 1636, when the supply of the colonies in African slaves was still theoretically 
guaranteed by the last of the Portuguese Asientos, Juan de Esquivel Triana, a Spanish resident in 





in the city, therefore requesting that the introduction of slaves to that southern province be 
suspended for a period of at least ten years. On November 10 of the same year, the count of 
Chinchón, viceroy of Peru, provided the King with his perspective on the matter, declaring that, 
whereas the number of slaves in Lima and its surroundings was certainly elevated, this could be 
justified for practical reasons:  
 
“There is no one else available to 
serve Spaniards and officials in their homes 
and to build houses, and to work as cabin boys on 
Your Majesty’s ships, among other tasks, and in the countryside they are 
needed in the fields of wheat, maize, and barley, and to grow other fruits 
and fodder for the horses, for sugarcane and sugar mills and vineyards,  
because Indian labor may only be used 
to water crops, and this is all 
quite necessary for human subsistence  
since Spaniards who have come 
from Castile, as well as those who were born in this land, 
even though they felt inclined to do this kind of work, 
which is not even an option at this time, 
would amount to less than one tenth  
of the people needed”6 
 
More than twenty years after they were originally formulated, the viceroy’s observations 
were, apparently, still considered trustworthy at the Council of the Indies: in 1662, a copy of his 
official missive would be added to the files testifying to the negotiations that a most peculiar 
Dominican priest by the name of Fray Juan de Castro would initiate for the establishment of a new 
Asiento. Historical evidence indicates that Fray Juan de Castro, then acting as the Regent of the 
Order of the Preachers, was the man who originally designed the path-breaking terms under which 
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Grillo and Lomelin’s slave trading contract would be established, something I will look at in more 
detail in chapter 3.  
Fray Juan de Castro was an obscure character about whom very little is actually known. A 
native of the Canary Islands, de Castro had spent a significant part of his life traveling as a missionary 
through the New World and the Philippines where, far from being esteemed for his evangelizing 
skills, he became widely known for his controversial personality and dissolute lifestyle7. From the 
years he passed in New Spain, Yucatan, Cuba, and Hispaniola, Fray Juan de Castro was undoubtedly 
well acquainted with the increasing difficulties the Spanish Crown was facing to supply its colonial 
empire with the labor force it needed, as well as with the enormous possibilities of financial gain that 
human traffic offered from a mercantilist standpoint. Further, his firsthand understanding of the 
intricacies of colonial life made him a particularly suitable advocate and executor of the spirit of the 
slave trade, within what Pétré-Grenouilleau (2005:35) has termed the slots of autonomy of  colonial 
territories –those geographical and social spaces situated in the peripheries of the modern world 
which seemed particularly prone to slip out of the physical and psychical limits of legality. 
Unscrupulous in business as in his personal life, the Regent of the Order of the Preachers was also 
an astute orator who knew exactly how to make a case for a complete restructuring of  the slave 
trading business –one that, lead by two Genoese bankers whose methods were as crafty as his own, 
promised to bring him the most significant financial benefits of his career as a capitalist negotiator.  
Interestingly enough, to public eyes, de Castro’s status as a churchman did not seem to 
disqualify him from exerting a predominant role in the administration of the slave trade, and it was 
only after his loss of favor at the court, mainly because of the bitter dispute that eventually put him 
in opposition to Domingo Grillo and Ambrosio Lomelin, that Fray Juan was chastised, not as a 
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result of his immoral involvement in human traffic, but because of the scandalous cupidity he had 
demonstrated in his trading negotiations with the Spanish Crown8.  
This being said, Fray Juan de Castro seems to me a fairly good candidate to be attributed the 
authorship of the unsigned text discussed in the opening of this chapter. As a matter of fact, the 
fragmented narrative that this manuscript conveys resonates quite well with the historical 
information described in many other colonial records converging in the official files of the 1663 
Asiento. It is, indeed, through such documents that the strong social and political tensions emerging 
from the circulation of human objects throughout the Atlantic world can be assessed. For example, 
in 1667, barely four years after Philip IV granted Grillo and Lomelin their Asiento contract, the 
royal officials from the city of San Juan sent out a dramatic request to Queen Regent Mariana:  
Madam,  
The city of San Juan de Puerto Rico –says the  
lack of resources is great in this city and on this island, 
as is the dearth of supplies affecting its people, for there 
are no Indians left to work, and those owning lands have 
no people to cultivate them, for which provisions are scarce 
to the point in which the little that is harvested is 
distributed with constraints so that supplies can be preserved, 
and these predicaments have forced many people to move away 
leaving their houses and lands, and the few people who still    
remain were left homeless by the storm that hit this island last 
year, for most buildings are in need of repairs, and if people 
do not recover their lands it becomes impossible to maintain  
ourselves or to produce anything, and because the conservation  
of this presidio is of such a great importance, in order for 
the situation to be redressed= 
We beg Your Majesty that having gathered all what this city 
writes about in here you may order that the Asentistas of the  
Negroes bring to this island at least three or four hundred 
Pieces of slaves to serve in the farms, or as many as 
needed, as was done under former Asientos, for 
forcing people to go to purchase them in Veracruz,  
Cartagena or Portobello exposes them to the dangers of 
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the sea, and to the enemies sailing from one port to the other,  
and moreover they do not have enough resources to  
afford it, and this matter being in Your Majesty’s best 
interest we hope she will grant us what we ask.9 
 
The Council of the Indies, however, systematically rejected any solicitation of this sort, 
arguing that everyone in the Indies, with no exception, had to abide by the conditions contemplated 
in the new Asiento contract. The fiscal of the Council, the high official in charge of  safeguarding the 
assets of the Spanish colonial empire, was, in particular, a fierce enemy of Domingo Grillo and 
Ambrosio Lomelin’s, whom he believed had been conceded outrageous trading benefits that were 
detrimental to the Crown. Among many other benefits, the Genoese had been granted the reopening 
of the harbor of Portobello to human traffic, after it had remained officially closed to the 
introduction of African slaves for more than one hundred years (Vila Vilar 1987:80).  
Portobello, Panama’s twin city on the Caribbean, was the starting point of a complex 
network of material exchange bridging the North and the South seas through the isthmus of Tierra 
Firma (Castillero Calvo 1984), and therefore a critical spot on the cosmopolitan map of the slave 
trade. As the official gate to the rich provinces of Peru, Portobello was a crucial port for Grillo and 
Lomelin to control, for, in the 17th century, Peru was by far the largest consumer of African slaves in 
the whole continent (Bowser 1974). Indeed, Herbert Klein estimates that the slave population in 
Lima, the Peruvian coastal valleys of Ica and Pisco, and the fabulously wealthy mining city of Potosi 
had grown from about 3,000 in the 1550s to over 100,000 in the 1650s, which amounted to around 
15 percent of the total population in the province. In Lima itself, a colonial metropolis of 60,000 
souls, slaves –either African-born or of African origin-, constituted more than half of the city 
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dwellers and were responsible for carrying out much of the urban skilled labor in Peru (Klein 2004; 
Cosamalón Aguilar 2005).  
In contrast, because of the increasing availability of free Indigenous wage labor in 17th 
century Mexico, even at its peak around 1646, slave population in New Spain did not grow beyond 
35,000 people, about 2 percent of the total population in the region (Klein 2004:210). This 
explains why a city like Veracruz which, under the new Asiento, maintained its privileged status as 
one of the few authorized slaving ports in Spanish America, had only a relatively little importance 
within the transatlantic slave trading network of the 1600 (Vila Vilar 1977)s. Yet it was to Veracruz 
that, according to the stipulations of Grillo and Lomelin’s permission, colonists established in areas 
like Yucatan, Guatemala, or even, as we have seen, the island of Puerto Rico, were required to travel 
in order to legally purchase their slaves.  
 
A system bound to fail  
 
The Asiento system, as every governmental attempt to control colonial trade through 
monopolistic regulations, was ill-based and bound to fail, partly because neither Spain nor its 
colonies in the New World were ever capable of living in a state of slave-trading autarchy, but also 
because the system did not address the fact that the vast majority of colonial subjects were either 
too accustomed or too eager to make the most of any opportunity they saw to breach rules which 
they considered unadapted, inefficient, or simply unjust. Corruption and negligence were endemic in 
Spanish America (Burns 2005; Crespi 2000) and, more often than not,  were habits cunningly 
disguised under a luster of rectitude, virtue and need that characterized the distinctive rhetoric of 





across the ocean from any slave trading port in the New World, was perfectly aware of, even more so 
when the names of Domingo Grillo and Ambrosio Lomelin were even tangentially related to any 
poignant demand to expand the official slave-trading network throughout –and beyond- the Spanish 
Caribbean. 
Yet don Esteban de Medrano y Solórzano, for example, was certainly hopeful to touch some 
royal hearts when, as chancellor of the Real Audiencia – or Royal  Court- of the city and province of 
Guatemala, he wrote the grievance of his people to the Queen:  
 
“On behalf of the said city [of Guatemala], I represent to Your Majesty how  
convenient it would be for your royal assets and for the commerce of this province, and for all what 
regards the conservation of this land, which relies only on farms, 
indigo mills, plantations of sugar and of other products, 
which have ceased almost completely for the lack  
of  Negro slaves who have succumbed to plagues, and those 
remaining are too old to work, and since the year of 1638 
none have been brought into this province, even though an Asiento  
has been set with the Grillos, and in order to put an end to the  
sufferings afflicting all these people, and to the losses that this brings to the royal estate = 
I beg Your Majesty on behalf of this extended province to 
arrange for the Asentistas to send us at least five hundred 
pieces of slaves of good quality each year, and to provide 
this supplicant with any dispatch that he may require  
to compel them to do so, and being this matter so necessary 
and just, he expects his petition to be heard”.10  
 
On February 13, 1670, however, the fiscal of the Council of the Indies invoked the clear 
stipulations of the Asiento to deny the province of Guatemala the right of receiving slave cargoes 
directly from the Genoese:  
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“The fiscal says that what is asked herein goes against 
what has been agreed upon, by which 
the Asentistas are only allowed to carry out introductions 
through Portobello, Cartagena and Veracruz 
and if this province should be in need of Negroes 
it must go and fetch them at the said port of 
Veracruz”.11 
 
Interestingly, however, Medrano’s text seemed as deeply imbued with the spirit of the slave 
trade as was the blunt and predictable response he obtained from the fiscal. The institutional, legal 
and moral basis of the very commerce that was at stake here was simply taken for granted by both 
interlocutors. Yet both Medrano and the fiscal, while sharing a baroque mindset in which human 
beings could be rightfully turned into tradable objects and referred to in terms of cargoes and pieces 
of slaves, opposed, in their writing, the dramatic discourse of colonial need to the sharp rhetoric of 
monarchic regulations. 
Much to the fiscal’s grief, however, that inflexible rhetoric seemed easily broken in practice. 
One after the other, the cities of Havana, San Juan, Santo Domingo, Caracas, and eventually 
Guatemala, received gracious concessions from the Spanish Crown, authorizing local authorities to 
cover with a veil of legality a traffic they would have carried out in any case. On August 12, 1668, 
for example, the government officials from Santo Domingo wrote a letter to the Queen 
acknowledging the receipt of a royal decree obligating the Genoese to supply the island of 
Hispaniola with four hundred bozales –or African-born slaves. As the grateful note observed: 
 
“The lack of black slaves is so great in this city and on this island, Madam, 
that it has caused a total lack of resources 
to guarantee our subsistence and that of our priests”.12  
                                                






The tight gates to Peru 
 
It was, thus, through the discourse of need that the spirit of the slave trade conquered the 
Spanish Caribbean in the late 17th century, tracing an intricate network of commercial routes, both 
de jure and de facto, by which people, things, and commodified human beings circulated against all 
odds, come war, wind or high waters. While the Council of the Indies did probably not need to 
twist Grillo and Lomelin’s arm for them to agree to serve more colonial ports than they were 
initially granted, the complicated geopolitics and economic conjuncture of the Atlantic slave trade 
would, more often than not, prevent the Genoese from fulfilling their engagements. As much as 
colonists in the New World seemed to minimize or to ignore the issue, African slaves were not an 
inexhaustible resource and remained subject to the laws of market.  
Thus, it is reasonable to think that, as the governor of Havana referred to the Council on 
February 28, 1664, the Grillos would rather trade their slaves in the province of Tierra Firma than 
in any other region of the Indies.13  Indeed, this argument would hold true throughout the time of 
Grillo and Lomelin’s Asiento, for the Genoese, no matter how hard they tried, were never able to 
officialize the presence of their agents further east and south than the ports of Panama and 
Cartagena de Indias. The Asentistas’ goal was, evidently, to extend their monopoly over human 
traffic to Lima, the City of Kings, which, as we have seen, was by far the largest market for slaves in 
the Spanish colonial world. The high prices that black captives reached in Peru was of common 
                                                                                                                                                       
12 AGI Indiferente 2834. No page numbering. Los oficiales Reales de Santo Domingo dan cuenta de haver recibido 
la cédula por la cual la Reina manda a los Grillo proveer la ciudad con 400 esclavos. Santo Domingo, 12/8/1668. My 
translation. 
13 AGI Indiferente 2835. El gobernador y la ciudad de la Habana pide autorización para surtirse de esclavos. La 





knowledge, to the point that, by 1671, the bishop of Guatemala, Juan de Sancto Mathia, blamed it 
for the shortage of enslaved labor force in his province: 
     
“For a good number of [slaves] are born in these provinces 
including mixes of different castes of mulattoes, of which 
many are taken out to be sold in Peru, because of the high prices 
they can be sold for in those provinces. This I think should be 
forbidden under pain of severe penalties for the shortage this causes here”.14 
 
The mighty land of Peru and its fabulous riches was, indeed, the political and economic 
raison d’être of the city of Panama, and the sine qua non for its maintenance on the shores of the 
South Sea. The discussion of the complex historical bond linking Peru and the isthmus of Tierra 
Firma throughout the colonial period is, however, a complicated problem which goes far beyond the 
limits of both this chapter and this dissertation. Yet the fact that, between 1663 and 1674, 60 
percent of the African slaves traded into the Spanish colonies were introduced in the Americas 
through the ports of Portobello and Panama (see table 1) is indicative of the paramount role that 
these two cities played in channeling the mercantile networks converging in the southernmost 
provinces of the Iberian empire.  
 
 Pieces of Indies Heads of Slaves % of  Total 
Cartagena 4,272 4,811 28,08 
Portobello  9,241 11,403 60,74 
Veracruz 1,699 2,100 11,16 
Total 15,212 18,314 100 
               Table 1.  Numbers of slaves introduced by the Asiento (1663-1674) 
 
                                                
14 AGI Indiferente 2835. No page numbering. El obispo de Guatemala sobre la necesidad de negros en esas 
provincias y la ferocidad de ciertos negros que lleva el Asiento a Cuba.  





For slaves, as for most other objects of exchange circulating through the impossible roads 
cutting through the thick, tropical jungles and rugged topography of the isthmus, Tierra Firma was 
an infamous and dreaded land of transit that was, nonetheless, to become the graveyard of hundreds, 
captors and captives alike (Ward 1993; Mena Garcia 1992; Castillero Calvo 2006). Although, as 
compared to other regions of the New World, the province of Tierra Firma was never a major 
consumer of slave labor, African slaves do appear to have played some significant role in small-scale 
mining and agricultural activities carried out at the local level (Aráuz and Pizzurno 1991). In the 
early 16th century, in particular, slaves were essential to the construction and operation of the trans-
isthmian road that, from 1519 onwards, would connect Panama to the ill-fated town of Nombre de 
Dios, sacked and burnt by Francis Drake in 1572, and to Portobello, following its establishment in 
1597(Araúz and Pizzurno 1991:119).  
The trans-isthmian road was, right from the onset, intimately linked to the emergence of 
maroons skillfully camouflaged in the dense rainforest it traversed, one of the main reasons why the 
introduction of slaves to the province was officially suspended with the establishment of the 
Portuguese Asientos in the 1580s (Tardieu 2009; Pike 1997; Vila Vilar 1987) (figure 2). Indeed, by 
the second half of the 16th century, the number of fugitive slaves in Tierra Firma had risen 
dramatically, passing from an estimate of 800 in 1553 to one of 2,500 in 1575 (Castillero Calvo 
1969:8). At this time, runaway slaves –known  as cimarrones- constantly attacking roads and towns 
throughout the Isthmus, equaled the population of captives still under Spanish control, thus 
constituting a problem of public safety that colonial officials based in Panama seemed incapable of 
addressing in an efficient way. Between 1549 and 1582, tensions between fugitive slaves and Spanish 
authorities escalated into an open, and particularly violent conflict that Vila Vilar (1987) has aptly 









Figure 2. The Transisthmian Roads - Adapted from Castillero (2009) 
 
As a matter of fact, the outcome of this long slave revolt that has fascinated a good number 
of scholars and authors up to these days (Sánchez Jiménez 2007; Villaverde 1994; Ospina 2005), 
also seems akin to that of a guerrilla war, for it was only through adroit negotiations that the 
Spaniards and the cimarrones would agree on a truce in 1582. To mark the end of hostilities between 
the two parts, each of the three main maroon communities in Tierra Firma - Bayano, Palenque and 





an attempt of the colonial administration to maintain control over a seditious Black population. 
These rather benevolent measures aiming at subduing potentially defiant slaves would, however, 
soon prove insufficient to eradicate the problem of maroons in the isthmus and, up to the first 
decade of the 17th century, the Crown would invest a significant amount of resources in funding 
pacifying campaigns throughout the province of Tierra Firma (Tardieu 2009).  
Yet after 1609, as Vila Vilar indicates (1987), specific mentions to maroon rebellions in 
Panama and its surrounding region seem to vanish from historical records, an intriguing observation 
that is still to be given a convincing explanation. For the time being, it is clear that the slave 
insurrection scares that reportedly haunted the minds of colonists in Tierra Firma, as they certainly 
did throughout the rest of the Spanish colonial empire, did not disappear abruptly at the turn of the 
17th century. As we shall see in chapters 6 and 7, it is likely that the collective memory of what 
African slaves could do, commodified and dehumanized as they were, was certainly vividly 
maintained in colonial social repertoires, cultivating the state of silent terror in which baroque 
slaveholders and slave traders lived (Lane 2000). It is, precisely, these unspoken anxieties, which 
nuance and enrich our understanding of the spirit of historical characters like Domingo Grillo and 
Ambrosio Lomelin, that I aim at uncovering now in the remaining sections of this archaeology of 
human traffic in the early modern world. 












Nineteen Points to Change the World 
 
 
I would always find her there, at the strike of nine, expecting me round the corner of Calle 
Don Remondo. Every morning, in any weather, la Giralda, the bell tower of the cathedral of Seville, 
unfailingly dazzled me with her beauty, standing proud and splendid, like a promising omen for the 
new day of archival diving I was about to start (figure 2). The hypnotizing charm of la Girlada 
would, often times, lure me into the holy grounds of Santa María de la Sede, the largest gothic 
monument on the globe. And on the inside, desolated as it always is at that time of the day, the 
church would feel uncannily saintly, wrapped up in whiffs of stale incense, cold wax and faded 
flowers. Guided by the muffled litanies of the first mass in the morning, I would walk up to the 
Royal Chapel and sit down, if only for an instant, to recite, mechanically, some of the few prayers 
that remain intact in my Catholic liturgical repertoire.  As I did so, however, my eyes stayed fixed on 
the altar of the chapel, on the magnificent silver urn wrought in the late 1600s to hallow the 
incorrupt body of king San Fernando, the patron saint of Seville. How many pounds of Peruvian 
silver crafted in that tribute to the almost mythical monarch who returned Seville to the Christians 
in the year of grace 1248?  How many commodified captives traded for that metal, drained out of 
the New World to sustain the financial needs of the Western colonial project? In trying to figure out 





incantations, I could not help but thinking of Potosi, Panama, Domingo Grillo and Ambrosio 
Lomelin.  
 
Figure 3. La Giralda, Seville. 
 
Back out into the street with these troubling thoughts in mind, I would cross through the 
Plaza del Triunfo and walk past the main building of the Archivo General de Indias, finally reaching 
the so-called Edificio de la Cilla, a finely restored construction housing the administrative and 
research facilities of the greatest Spanish colonial archive in the world (1921; Chapman 1917). The 
unmistakable scent of dusty, old paper floated everywhere in this building. As evocative as the 
perfume of incense stagnating in the neighboring churches and chapels I had just passed by, this 
scent unfailingly transformed the research room of the Archivo General de Indias into an intimate 
space for remembrance, magically catalyzed by the clip-clop sound of carriage horses constantly 





captivating ambiance of the archive that, for nine months, I attempted to reconstruct the historical 
substratum of this archaeology of the slave trade.  
Under the cover of a most conventional historiographical outline of the genesis and 
evolution of  Domingo Grillo and Ambrosio Lomelin’s Asiento, this chapter constitutes an 
assessment of the way in which my experience at the Archivo General de Indias informed my reading 
of the materialities of human traffic in the Spanish colonial world. This assessment, however, shall 
remain a mostly silent one for now. By and large, the thoughts, questions and anxieties that I 
confronted during my time in Seville, which arose from my daily interaction with rich documentary 
sources that I refused to approach through a systematic, extractive methodology (Stoler 2009; 
2002:87) , are still incubating between the lines of the present work. In moving forward into this 
archaeological investigation, my original –and still vivid- interest in the materiality of the Spanish 
colonial archive, in its disarray, its incompleteness and the many frustrations this entails, was 
engulfed not only by the sheer volume of the archival information I was dealing with, but also by the 
complexity of the historical events I needed to decipher and relate to start with. It is, therefore, 
principally for practical reasons that, in the following pages, I have opted to seek the safety of a 
conventional historiographical style, laying low before taking wing towards some more provocative 
insights in the following chapters of this archaeology of the slave trade. Yet, even though the 
following lines propose a straightforward introduction to the basic historical problem I address in 
this investigation, I can find no better space than these initial paragraphs to claim the fact that my 
approach to colonial manuscripts has been that of a student of material culture, attentive to the 
visual symbols that the archive conveys (Cummins 1998; Rappaport 1998; Valenzuela Márquez 
1999), and to the fascinating role of the anonymous social actors who shaped it, either in the Indies 





quotidian vision of la Giralda accompanied my ritual decoding of bundles and bundles of colonial 
texts, my preoccupations with the materiality of the archive shall escort my version of the Atlantic 
slave trade, as a silent presence occasionally highlighting certain textures and shadows of the picture 
I am about to trace.  
 
Paying Tribute to the Guides 
 
Despite its paramount importance in the history of the transatlantic slave trade, the 
convoluted story of Domingo Grillo and Ambrosio Lomelin has rarely been narrated in full detail. 
The names of the two Genoese bankers who first opened the way to the globalization of human 
traffic in the modern world, are usually quoted en passant, as subsidiary figures of the slaving industry 
which buttressed the Western colonial project. To my knowledge, only two studies, written almost 
one century apart one from the other, have delved into the rich archival documentation bearing 
witness to the significance of Grillo and Lomelin’s daring trade. On the one hand, by the turn of the 
20th century, French jurist Georges Scelle (1906, 1910) was the first author to bring the names of 
Grillo and Lomelin back to the surface, within the context of a monumental work dedicated to the 
juridical nature of Asiento treaties in early modern Spain. Based on a rigorous inspection of colonial 
records, Scelle suggested that Grillo and Lomelin’s contract had been the first transaction to 
formally present the slave trading business as an affair of public interest, rather than as a private 
commercial endeavor. As a consequence, Scelle argued, Grillo and Lomelin’s Asiento marked a 
watershed in the history of slaving contracts by putting an end to the era of slave-trading licenses, 
and defining the legal terms under which massive emporiums of human traffic would develop under 





It was only in the mid 1980s that Marisa Vega Franco (1984) took up the challenge of 
revisiting the records of Grillo and Lomelin’s Asiento, which lay untouched in the Archivo de Indias 
since the times of Georges Scelle. Less ambitious than her predecessor, Vega Franco produced a 
remarkable summary of the history of the Asiento, gleaning and organizing a wealth of financial, 
statistical, and miscellaneous data largely missing from Scelle’s work. Following the cliometric trend 
still popular at the time of her research (see McCloskey 1978), Vega Franco meticulously compiled 
all the existing information related to the number of slaves introduced into the Spanish colonies 
during the time of the Asiento, by which her work was made potentially comparable to previous 
studies in economic history focusing on both earlier and later periods of the Hispanic slave trade 
(Vila Vilar 1977, 1977; Curtin 1969). In addition, Vega Franco’s work shed considerable light onto 
the complex administrative processes related to the introduction of human chattel in the New 
World, describing in full detail the role of the Asiento’s agents in the Spanish Indies, the terms of 
the negotiations they went through with the chartered companies providing them with slaves, and 
the specific vehicles and routes they employed in the circulation of captives throughout the 
Caribbean.  
When looked at in tandem, Scelle and Vega Franco’s works cover so much information that 
it could feel as if there were nothing left to harvest within the dusty records of the Genoese. While 
this is clearly not the case, it is with much appreciation that I acknowledge these two 
groundbreaking works for the proficiency with which they combed the memories of Grillo and 
Lomelin’s Asiento along the archival grain, inspiring me on the best way to retell a story that no one 
before them had ever really told. Having read most, if not all the manuscripts on which their works 





when I refer to historical interpretations or contextual information that can specifically be attributed 
to one –or both- of them. 
 
The Preacher’s Coup de Maître  
 
In the early 1660s, the situation of the slave trade to the Spanish colonies could not have 
been more chaotic. Officially suspended since the Portuguese rebellion of 1640, transatlantic human 
traffic had become a gold mine for foreign traders, illegally supplying Iberian colonists with the 
enslaved labor force who mined their silver, built their houses, rowed their boats and plowed their 
fields. The Spanish crown was, of course, well aware that the control over the distribution of 
African-born slaves in the Indies was not only fundamental for the viability of the Hispanic empire, 
but that it also represented a potential source of revenue that the Royal Treasury could not afford to 
lose (Kamen 1964, 1981; Lynch 1981; Aston 1974). However, because Spain retained no access to 
African networks of human traffic, the reactivation of the Hispanic slave trade involved the opening 
of the Spanish Indies to foreign economic interests, a concession that, for decades, the Spanish 
government had refused to make (Lynch 1992). As every other colonial power in the early modern 
world, Spain believed that the maintenance of monopolistic trade relations was indispensable for the 
security and prosperity of its overseas possessions. Thus, for the Spanish Crown, finding an 
appropriate solution to the issue of the slave trade was as much a question of material need as it was 
a delicate, philosophical matter of economic and political prestige.  
Incapable of striking a balance between its colonial devoirs and its fundamental imperial 
fears, the Spanish government decided to turn a blind eye to the problem, while colonists in the 





beings. Paradoxically enough, people in the Indies were never better furnished with an enslaved 
labor force than when the Spanish crown tacitly ceded the business of human traffic to the British 
and the Dutch chartered trading companies (Scelle 1906:490). The Dutch, in particular, were the 
Spaniards’ most constant suppliers of slaves (Emmer 2005:46-49), which they obtained on the 
numerous slave trading outposts they had won from Portugal and England on the West African 
coast, and stored in their barren depot island of Curaçao (Scelle 1906:481). As for the British, they 
had recently seized Jamaica from Spain and started using it not only as a notorious haven for 
privateers, but also, along with Barbados, as a convenient warehouse for the human chattel they 
distributed throughout the Atlantic and the Caribbean. The Spanish government was, of course, 
fully conscious of this embarrassing and uncontrollable situation. Yet more than its failure to harness 
the slave trade to the New World, what chagrined the Spanish Crown was its complete inability to 
keep up with the rising maritime powers lurking at the fragile gates of its colonial empire. 
As suggested in chapter 2, no one could have found better words to revive the Spanish 
government’s attention to the issue of the slave trade than an eloquent Dominican preacher just 
arrived from the New World. Officiating as the rector of his order in Madrid, Fray Juan de Castro 
had a deep, practical understanding of the necessities of the colonial world, which he would miss no 
chance to demonstrate through the talented discourse of a man of God. Fray Juan, however, had a 
passion for material life and, more than as a priest, it was as a seasoned businessman that he 
appeared at the Spanish court, claiming to hold a plan that would resolve the dearth of labor 
undermining the economy of the Spanish colonies in the New World. Fray Juan de Castro’s coup de 
maître consisted in addressing the problem of human traffic in terms that would strike the Spanish 
Crown’s most tender chords. In an elaborate memoir he submitted to the government on May 31st, 





as a timeless and unquestionable natural law. Africans were strong, tough, and naturally docile, he 
reasoned, simply because God had predestined them to work for the prosperity of the Spanish New 
World. The slave trade was, thus, a condition sine qua non for the subsistence of the Spanish Indies 
and could not be contested by anyone acting or thinking in the interest of the King of Spain. 
Second, de Castro artfully played with the double meaning of the Spanish word rescate, 
meaning both ransom and rescue, which was normally used to describe the purchase of slaves from 
West African or American depots. As Fray Juan de Castro’s memoir made it clear, buying slaves, 
either in Guinea or in any island of the New World, was tantamount to rescue captive from 
heretical merchants keeping them away from Christian faith (Vilar 1971). While disguising human 
traffic as a pious and humane Christian service was a recurrent argument commonly used by both 
slavers and slave holders to absolve themselves from the horrors of the slave trade (see chapter 2), 
Fray Juan de Castro knew that the Spanish government would find it even more compelling if it was 
brought forward by a Christian clergyman like him.  
Thirdly, de Castro alluded to a problem to which the Spanish Crown could not remain 
indifferent –that of the soaring number of foreign interlopers taking over legal trading networks in 
the New World. Somehow, Fray Juan de Castro estimated that Spanish authorities’ failure to 
control the access to the Indies could be directly related to the ruinous state of the Spanish royal 
fleet. Indeed, according to Scelle, the Spanish crown was in need of at least sixty new vessels to 
refurbish its navy (Scelle 1906:498). That year, the government had even had to resort to a foreign-
made ship to complete the Royal Treasure Fleet, which was not only against the Spanish law, but 
represented a public humiliation for the crown by which it admitted that the economy of its empire 





In the initial proposal he presented to the King, Fray Juan de Castro manifested that he 
could provide the Spanish crown with a galleon of one thousand tons in the seaport of Campeche, 
which could be followed with many more ships in compensation for the granting of three to four 
thousand slave trading licenses per annum in the space of nine years. Incoming slaves, de Castro 
argued, would be taxed directly in the ports of the New World at the rate of one-hundred pesos per 
piece of the Indies15 which, for the two first years of the agreement, would be directly reinvested in the 
building of ships. Initially looked at with suspicion at the court, the project was certainly original 
and addressed the most urgent needs of the Spanish government without requiring any expense on 
the part of the Crown. It was, thus, eventually given a preliminary approval by the Junta de Negros16 
–the Negroes Committee of the Council of the Indies, on the recommendation of the House of 
Trade and the Guild of Merchants of Seville. De Castro’s memoir was subsequently passed on to the 
Royal Council of the Indies, whose members requested further information on the means the priest 
had available to carry out his plans. Knowing the odds of securing the Asiento contract were on his 
                                                
15 The term pieza de Indias –or piece of the Indies, is one of the most frequently misused notions in the literature of 
the slave trade. It refers to a flawless and healthy slave, male or female, of at least seven cuartas in height. A cuarta 
or palmo is the fourth part of a vara, thus roughly equivalent to 21 centimeters. The minimum height for a slave to 
be considered a piece of the Indies was therefore 1,46 meters. In consequence, within the context of the Hispanic 
slave trade, a pieza de Indias cannot be used as a synonym of a cabeza de esclavo –or head of slave, as many authors 
seem to imply. Most importantly, Grillo and Lomelin’s Asiento was the first one to officially incorporate the notion 
of pieza de Indias to the legal discourse of the slave trade (Vila Vilar 1977:270). According to the first clause of the 
Asiento, any flaw a slave could have was to be deducted from his or her height. The height of slaves who were less 
than seven cuartas tall, either as such or because of the height deductions resulting from their flaws, was to be added 
up and ultimately reduced to terms of seven cuartas to calculate the duties owed by the Asiento.  In general, healthy 
slaves from 18 to 36 years old counted as one piece of the Indies; youngsters aged 8 to 15, or  adults between 36 and 
45 years old were sold at three for two. Children aged 4 to eight counted as two for one. Infants younger than 4 were 
sold along with their mothers.  
 
16 As all matters related to colonial territories, asiento contracts fell within the jurisdiction of the Council of the 
Indies (Cervera Pery 1997). However, because asientos ultimately constituted systems to cover all sorts of official 
expenses, the Royal Treasury also considered them as part of its agenda. The Junta de Negros was a committee 
created in 1601 to arbitrate the tensions existing between these two administrative organisms, which often had 
different conceptions of what was in the best interest of the monarchy. The committee, however, only met when a 





side, Fray Juan de Castro disclosed the names of the well-known Genoese bankers Domingo Grillo 
and Ambrosio Lomelin as the ideal executors of his project17 . 
  
A Trail of Ink and Paper 
 
As the heirs of a solid, if declining, foreign banking tradition well implanted at the Spanish 
Habsburgs court (Alvarez Nogal 1997; Sanz Ayá n 1988; see chapter 4), Grillo and Lomelin may 
have been shunned by many members of the Council. The vast majority, however, considered that 
the Genoese had an unquestionable financial credit playing in their favor, which ultimately 
transcended the reservations the Spanish government could have about opening the commerce of 
the Indies to what they still considered to be foreign financial interests18 . Despite some further 
disagreements between the Council of the Indies and the Royal Treasury as to the way the revenues 
deriving from the slave trade should ultimately be employed, a nineteen-clause Asiento contract was 
eventually approved and printed on July 5, 1662, and ratified a few days later by means of a royal 
decree –or Real Cédula- issued by King Philip IV of Spain.  
 There could be no more eloquent embodiment of the grammars of colonial rule (Gouda 
1995) than this set of documents officializing Domingo Grillo and Ambrosio Lomelin’s monopoly 
over the slave trade in the Indies. While this is not the right place to delve deep into the role that 
the textual record played in the Spanish colonial world (Burns 2005, 2010; González-Echevarría 
                                                
17 The nature and extent of the relationship existing between Fray Juan de Castro, Domingo Grillo and Ambrosio 
Lomelin is unclear. Thomas (1990) has suggested they had become acquainted when Grillo and Lomelin were in 
charge of the administration of the funds of the Holy Crusade. This hypothesis, however, does not seem to be well 
supported.    
 
18 Councilmen opposed to Fray Juan de Castro’s proposal argued that the project was not an effective means to 
control illegal trade. Smuggling, they thought, would only be displaced, but not eradicated as de Castro claimed 





1998), it is still worth remarking on the exceptional nature of royal texts as unique traveling objects 
which, better than any other colonial fabrication, captured and conveyed the supreme and 
ubiquitous power of the King (Valenzuela Márquez 2001, 1999; Cañ eque 1999; Peralta Apaza 
2007; Pérez-Aínsua Méndez 2007)19 . It was, thus, as mighty materializations of monarchic discourse 
that the documents sentencing the signature of a new Asiento sailed through the Atlantic to spread 
the news that the control over human traffic had finally been reclaimed by the King of Spain.  
As they surged throughout the ports of the Caribbean and the capitals of the Spanish Main, 
official records testifying to the renewed status of the slave trade in the New World were absorbed 
into customary rituals of bureaucratic replication through which the Spanish crown extended its 
supreme authority over to its colonial empire (Seed 1995). Each time they arrived at a provincial 
court, the textual and symbolic powers of royal decrees were reactivated through a solemn, 
theatrical performance by which local officials renewed their vows of devotion and obedience to the 
sovereign mandates of the King. Duplicates of all documents were subsequently made for future 
reference, while the originals were put back on track and sent over to other areas and provinces of 
the colonial world.  
In accordance with conventional administrative procedures, the proclamation of Grillo and 
Lomelin’s Asiento was followed by a long trail of ink and paper which may now be traced in the 
depths of Spanish and Latin American archives.20  This trail was, however, not a track of peaceful 
                                                
19 Royal decrees, in particular, were unique documents fusing the alphabetic record with visual codes of 
representation, such as royal stamps and seals, fetishized and revered as sheer transubstantiations of the king’s 
person. Especially in colonial contexts, the royal seal was venerated as the mightiest metaphor of kingship that could 
be experienced in the New World. Thus, it was the object of complex baroque rituals of allegiance which included 
raising its physical body, kissing it, or placing it upon royal officials’ heads as the document to which it was 
appended was opened, displayed, or read (Cummins 1998; Rappaport 1998).  
20 Copies or partial copies of the 1662 royal decree sanctioning the Asiento can be found, for example, in the 
National Archives of Peru (AGNP, TC-GO2 caja 8 Doc 436 f7v); Colombia (AGNC, SC43-3 ff84-89); or Mexico 
(AGNM, Reales Cédulas Duplicados, Tomo 25, ff. 253r-270r). It is reasonable to think that most colonial archives 






compliance, for the announcement of the monopolization of the slave trade was strongly rejected 
throughout the Indies (Scelle 1906: 501). In the New World, both traders and government officials 
feared that the Grillos’ ambitions would disrupt well-established structures of smuggling and 
corruption (Cá rdenas Gutié rrez 2006; Crespi 2000), and that the Genoese would end up 
absorbing all the benefits of illegal trade networks in which they would, no doubt, try to participate 
themselves. The Tribunal del Consulado –or guild of merchants- of Lima21  was, right from the onset, 
a particularly fierce opponent to the Grillos’ Asiento22 . On the one hand, nowhere would the prices 
of slaves rise more dramatically than in Lima as a result of a new restriction over human traffic; on 
another hand the terms of the Asiento implied that Peruvian merchants would be divested of an 
important source of revenue linked to their administration of a series of trade taxes levied in the 
province of Tierra Firma (del Vas Mingo and Luque Talván 2002; del Vas Mingo and Navarro 
Azcué 1991).   
 
Seven years in Nineteen Clauses  
 
The text of the 1662 Asiento is surprisingly straightforward, as compared to the average slave 
trading contract (Scelle 1906:501; Vega Franco 1985:26). Whereas some of the trading agreements 
previously signed with Portuguese merchants had spread over forty-eight points, only nineteen, 
                                                
21 The Tribunales del Consulado were arbitral tribunals controlled by the main guilds of merchants in the Indies –
such as those in Mexico, Santiago, Cartagena, and Lima. Apart from arbitrating and resolving colonial traders’ 
disputes, these tribunals were in charge of enforcing commercial laws, levying and administrating different taxes on 
imports and exports, and regulating the tariffs and prices of goods. The Consulados established in the main harbors 
of the New World also chartered ships to supply smaller ports of call, and organized fleets to defend the coasts of 
the Spanish Main from English, Dutch or French buccaneers (Clayton 1977; Hausberger and Ibarra 2003).    
 
22 See, for example, AGNP, TC-GO2 caja 8 Doc 436; ff 14v-17r; “Los comisarios del Comercio del Perú ponen 






clearly stated clauses would suffice for the Genoese to become the absolute masters of human traffic 
to the Spanish colonial world. Specifically, the terms of the new asiento obliged Domingo Grillo and 
Ambrosio Lomelin to ship 24,500 slaves to the Indies in the space of seven years. It determined that, 
each year, five hundred Africans would be delivered tax-free to a predetermined shipyard in the New 
World23 , while the 3,000 left would be introduced through the ports of Cartagena, Portobello, or 
Veracruz24 , at a taxation rate of 100 pesos per piece of the Indies. In other words, the Spanish crown 
expected to get a minimum of 300,000 pesos in tax money from the Grillos each year, regardless of 
the actual number of slaves the Genoese would succeed in shipping to the Indies. Thus, at the term 
of the Asiento contract, it was anticipated the Royal Treasury would have received at least 
2,100,000 pesos from Domingo Grillo and Ambrosio Lomelin.  
At the end of each year, the Asiento’s representatives in Cartagena were to submit a 
complete report of the deliveries and tax payments carried out in the Indies to the senior royal 
official in the city. Should the report demonstrate that the Asiento had been overtaxed in any way, 
extra payments would be deducted from the 300,000 pesos due to the government the following 
year. If for any reason the Grillos failed to ship all 24,500 slaves by the end of their 7-year contract, 
they would be given a two-year grace period to complete all their payments, after which an 
additional extension of the agreement could still be negotiated with the crown.  
                                                
23 For the first three years of the Asiento, it was agreed that slaves would be carried to the shipyards of Havana; the 
delivery place for the four remaining years was not determined in the contract. No taxes would be charged on the 
slaves delivered at the shipyards; instead, shipyard owners would invest the amount equivalent to those taxes in the 
building of ships on the crown’s account.   
24 The contract specified that no port other than Cartagena, Veracruz or Portobello would be open to the slave trade, 
although human cargoes could be delivered anywhere else in the New World upon the King’s request. In particular, 
Grillo and Lomelin referred to the possibility of introducing slaves through the port of Buenos Aires, which 
remained officially closed to the slave trade, even though it provided a much cheaper alternative to the transisthmian 
route when it came to supplying the Peruvian market in enslaved labor force. Both legal and illegal traffic through 
Buenos Aires was, however, difficult to control, and was strongly opposed by influential merchants in Lima who did 





The Grillos were allowed to sail to and from the Indies on a total of five slave ships, of a 
maximum capacity of five hundred tons each. Although the Genoese were granted the possibility of 
using foreign-made vessels, the crown demanded that all their crew be composed of Spanish seamen. 
The Asiento’s ships could circulate freely throughout the Caribbean, and would be given royal 
licenses to ensure that they would be welcome in any port of the Indies where they should stop for 
provisions. However, it was specified that, unless the Spanish Treasure Fleet was stationed in the 
bay of Portobello, only one of these vessels could be anchored in that port at the same time. 
Overall, only two slave ships should be allowed to disembark its cargo in Portobello each year. The 
reasons underpinning this condition were, however, not disclosed in the Asiento’s text, but it seems 
likely that royal officials were reluctant to overcrowd the notoriously wild and unruly province of 
Tierra Firma with potentially rebellious slaves and, most of all, with vessels through which many 
precious merchandises could be easily smuggled in and out of the Spanish Main.      
The Asiento stipulated that Grillo and Lomelin could appoint up to three factors in any port 
where they might be needed to supervise the good performance of the slave trade (see chapter 6). 
These agents could be either Spanish, Flemish, Italian or Genoese and, once it had been certified 
that they were not married and possessed no military experience nor engineering knowledge 
whatsoever, licenses would be issued by the King to facilitate their passage into the Spanish colonies 
in the New World25 . The Grillos agents would also be conceded all sorts of immunities and 
considerations by the Spanish government. Most importantly, it was stipulated that they could 
under no circumstance be prosecuted by the ordinary justice in the Indies26 . In fact, the Asiento 
                                                
25 These rules were obviously not always observed by the Grillos, who managed to appoint a factor with a military 
grade, and another one who was not only married, but who also traveled to the Indies with his wife. See AGI, 
Indiferente General 2834, “Grillo y Lomelin piden a la Reina que César Baloco pueda pasar a las Indias como factor 
a pesar de ser maestre de campo”. Madrid, 7 de enero de 1667; and AGI, Indiferente General 2835, “Nombramiento 






contract also contemplated that the special jurisdiction that was granted to the Grillos’ agents was 
to be administrated by a so-called juez conservador –or conservator judge, whose role was to defend 
the interest of the Asiento and to make sure that no slaves other than those of the Grillos would be 
introduced into the Indies during the time of the contract. Although conservator judges were meant 
to be chosen among the “most disinterested servers of the Crown”, more often then not, the Grillos 
would arrange for local governors and other high ministers to be appointed as such, thus securing 
the favor of the most powerful royal officials in the principal ports and cities of the New World27  
(see table 2). Being in the pay of the Asiento, royal officials would become the most obvious 
facilitators of smuggling and fraud in the Spanish Indies. When not working undercover to the 
detriment of royal finances,  conservator judges could pretend to fulfill their duties towards both the 
Grillos and the king by, for example, seizing any foreign slave ship illegally attempting to introduce 
its human cargo into a Spanish port, and transferring all of the slaves onboard to the factors of the 
Asiento. In a similar way, the captains of the Grillos’ vessels could seize any Portuguese slave ship 
they would encounter at sea, under the presumption that these were enemies of the Spanish crown 
attempting to smuggle in their cargo into the Spanish provinces of the New World.     
The original text of the Asiento clearly indicates that the Grillos were allowed to contract 
with whatever nation was in peace with the Spain at the time of the transaction. In principle, this 
meant they could negotiate with either companies or individuals based in France, England or the 
Dutch Republic. However, in a quite surprising clause by which the Spanish monarchy seemed 
ready to submit its foreign policy to the ultimate caprices of the Genoese, the government agreed to 
                                                                                                                                                       
26 See AGI, Indiferente 2834, “Grillo y Lomelín piden cédula para que no se embarace ni embargue a sus factores en 
las Indias”. Madrid, 7 de abril de 1663 
 
27 See, for example AGI, Indiferente General 2834, “Domingo Grillo pide que los gobernadores de Panamá y  
Cartagena sean nombrados automáticamente jueces conservadores del Asiento”. Madrid, 6 de septiembre de 1668. 
See also AGI, Indiferente 2833, “El consulado de mercaderes de Sevilla sobre negar la licencia que pide Grillo para 





compensate the asentistas for any inconvenience and financial loss they might incur, should Spain 
need to declare war on any of the Grillos’ foreign slave suppliers (Scelle 1906:517). Furthermore, 
the Spanish State would also be hold accountable for any loss or damage incurred by the Asiento as 
a result of pirates attacking their vessels as they sailed through the Caribbean. Also, because they 
would only be dealing with foreign dealers in the Indies, the Grillos would be free to transport two 
or three interpreters on their ships. Still, no more cash than what was strictly needed to complete 
the rescues of black slaves should be taken out of Spanish ports in the New World. In contrast, 
silver, gold, or goods could be sent back to Cadiz and Seville at any time on the Grillos’ vessels, 
which would not need to wait for the Treasure Fleet escort to sail back to Spain.  
 
CONSERVATOR JUDGE CITY YEAR CONFIRMED 
Bartolomé Casela Cartagena 1663 no 
Bernardo Trigo de Figueroa Cartagena 1663 no 
Francisco de Leyva Cartagena 1663 yes 
Cristóbal de Montemayor Cartagena 1663 yes 
Joseph Fernández de Ortega Cartagena 1663 yes 
Diego de Baeza Lima 1664 no 
Benito de Figueroa Santafé  1664 no 
Francisco de Leyva Santafé 1664 yes 
Matheo Báñez de Rivera Santafé 1664 yes 
Rodrigo del Corso Portobello 1665 yes 
Benito de Figueroa Cartagena 1666 yes 
Pedro Ladrón de Guevara Panama and Portobello 1667 yes 
Unknown Cumaná 1668 no 
Bernardo Trigo de Figueroa Panama 1669 yes 
Pedro Cassela de Valdés Panama 1669 yes 
Rodrigo del Corro Carrascal Panama 1669 yes 
Alonso Casal y del Campo Panama 1669 no 
Juan Pérez de Guzmán Panama and Portobello 1670 yes 
Juan Sanz Moreno México 1670 no 
Fernando de Villegas Caracas 1671 yes 
Antonio de Vergara Santafé Bogotá 1672 yes 
Andrés de Robles Buenos Aires 1673 no 






The text of Grillo and Lomelin’s Asiento clearly indicates that their contract was to be made 
effective without delay, which implied the suspension of all slave trading licenses occasionally 
delivered by the Spanish crown in the years preceding 1662. However, the asentistas agreed to 
indemnify the holders of those permits with money to be deducted from the 300,000 pesos they 
would owe the Royal Treasury by the end of the first year of the Asiento. Most of that sum, 
however, as well as an equal amount of money corresponding to the duties of the second year of the 
Grillos’ trade, would be essentially destined to the construction of ten ships or galleons in the 
shipyards of Biscay. The latter was, in fact, the most innovative clause of the Grillos’ contract and 
was deemed so complex that an independent agreement would need to be laid out on this exclusive 
topic.  
 
Counting on the Dutch, Coping with the British  
 
The original terms of the Asiento were an acknowledgement of the fact that Spain did not 
have a direct access to West African sources of slaves. The stipulation that the Grillos were free to 
negotiate with any nation at peace with Spain at the time of the contract, including France, England 
and the Dutch Republic was a broad and ambiguous one that would result in a first major setback 
for the Asiento even before the first cargoes arrived in the New World. Following the signature of 
the contract on June 10, 1662, the Grillos had nine months to prepare their first deliveries in the 
New World, programmed to start on March 1st, 1663. During this time, they secured two major 
contracts with foreign chartered companies –one with the Dutch West India Company for between 
1,200 and 2,200 pieces of Indies to be delivered in Curaçao; and the second one with the British 





be delivered in Jamaica and Barbados at fixed intervals throughout the overall duration of the 
contract. Because the number of slaves contemplated in this agreement exceeded by far those that 
the Grillos had obliged themselves to trade into the New World, this contract immediately raised 
suspicion among the members of the Council of the Indies. Considering the transaction was far too 
risky for the security of the Spanish empire and self-defeating for the colonial commerce overall, the 
Council ordered the contract to be annulled in late March 1663. Despite the protests of the Grillos, 
who alluded to the major disruptions that this would caused to their trade, this incident would 
result in the first amendment of the Asiento contract, by which the Asentistas were denied the 
possibility to negotiate with foreign companies of any sort. As a consequence, this would entail the 
suspension of all transactions carried out by the Grillos either in Europe or in the New World28 .  
By October 1663, however, the Council of the Indies lifted the trading ban they had 
imposed on the British, authorizing the Grillos to negotiate with them on the condition that no 
foreign company would be allowed to bring its cargoes directly to Spanish ports in the Indies. Still, 
the temporary suspension of the Asiento even before the first deliveries had been made effective in 
the Spanish Main would represent a serious blow both to the Genoese and to the Crown: not only 
would the Asiento’s first slave introductions be much fewer in number and materialize much later 
than originally planned, but the reputation of the Asentistas would be considerably affected at the 
international level. The Royal company of England, in particular, would not forgive the Grillos for 
having failed to ratify their 1662 first agreement with them. Although they signed a second, smaller 
contract with the Asentistas in May 166429 , the Royal Adventurers strengthened the conditions of 
                                                
28 See AGI, Contaduría 264B – Probanza de la defensa de Domingo Grillo en el pleito sostenido con el Fiscal, 20 de 
marzo de 1663. Evidence suggests, however, that the Council of the Indies was only interested in rescinding the 
Grillos’ agreement with the British, and were not particularly concerned by the one they had with the Dutch.    
29 This new agreement was for a total 3,000 slaves to be delivered each year in Jamaica or Barbados until the end of 





the negotiation and made it clear that under no circumstance would they deliver slaves on credit to 
the Asiento.     
After 1666, Grillo and Lomelin’s agents in Amsterdam secured three additional contracts 
with the Dutch, for a total of 5,150 pieces of Indies to be delivered in Curaçao. In the meanwhile, 
the Grillos’ trade with the Royal Company of England entered a new phase of stagnation, since the 
British themselves had engaged in a war with the Dutch and found it increasingly difficult to supply 
their slave warehouses in the Caribbean. In July 1666, in an effort to regularize the situation, a third 
contract was signed with the British in London, by which both parties agreed to temper their 
demands. At exactly the same moment, however, Grillo and Lomelin were confronting fierce attacks 
from the fiscal of the Council of the Indies in Madrid who, claiming that none of the original clauses 
of the Asiento had been respected by the Genoese, obtained a general seizure order from Queen 
Regent Mariana, to be executed against all the assets of the Grillos both in Spain and in the Indies 
(see chapters 6 and 7)30 .  
It is in the context of these continuous legal disputes that Grillo and Lomelin produced one 
of the documents that best embodies the thorny conundrum that their daring trade had come only 
halfway in their original slaving project. In the form of a fifteen-point interrogatory by which 
witnesses of their good faith could be examined by the fiscal, the Grillos described the long and 
complicated process through which slave traders had to go to secure their cargoes of human chattel. 
As the Grillos clearly stated, the few islands that the Dutch and British occupied throughout the 
Caribbean operated only as temporary depots which were rarely stocked in slaves. The Grillos could 
therefore not obtain their cargoes without previously placing orders with Dutch or British slave 
trading firms, who then took between 10 and 12 months to fetch captives on the coasts of Guinea 
                                                
30 See AGI, Indiferente General 2834; 2835; Contaduría 263; 264A – “Papeles tocantes a los embargos que en las 





and bring them to the New World. The journey, the Grillos pointed out, was longer than halfway 
around the globe, which explained all the delays they had suffered to fulfill their obligations. Time 
after time, however, the Genoese insisted that, because they had aborted their initial contract with 
the royal company of England, the Spanish government should bear the blame for the failure of their 
slaving plans31 .  
This additional hindrance to human traffic would, of course, only add to the financial 
confusion of the Asiento. With no cash to buy slaves, no vessels to transport them nor credit to sign 
new contracts with those who sold them, the Genoese found themselves in a commercial dead end. 
As a last resort, in January 1667, Grillo and Lomelin convinced the Council of the Indies to return 
100,000 pesos to the Asiento in order to restore the slaving negotiations with the British and the 
Dutch. In addition, the Genoese were granted one year of grace to update their payments and 
reactivate their business in the New World, for which don Ambrosio Lomelin himself decided to sail 
to Cartagena to personally supervise the recovery of the Asiento. Thus, Queen Mariana released a 
permit allowing Lomelin to pass into the Indies onboard the San Juan Bautista, one of the ships of 
the Asiento, accompanied by an accountant and four servants to attend him32. The trip, however, 
would be one of no return for don Ambrosio, for he died at sea, apparently without even having 
reached his port of destination.  
Few months after the seizure order against the Genoese had been released in Madrid, the 
news that the Asiento had gone bankrupt had spread to England and from there to Jamaica and 
Barbados, where the agents of the Royal Adventurers refused to sell the Grillos a cargo of seven 
hundred slaves they had available in the island. As the company’s agents informed Richard Noke, 
                                                
31 AGI, Contaduría 25, “Interrogatorio para los testigos presentados por Grillo y Lomelin en el pleito con el fiscal 
del Consejo de Indias sobre derechos de los dos primeros años”. Madrid, Diciembre 1666 – Enero 1667. 
32 AGI, Indiferente 2834. “La Reina da cédula de recomendación a Ambrosio Lomelin, Cesar Baloco y Juan 





deputy secretary of Barbados on August 10, 1667, they were well aware that all the property the 
Grillos had in the Indies had been confiscated33 ,  and declared they would not provide the Genoese 
with any more slaves until they cleared what they owed them for a cargo purchased on credit in 
April 166634 . Moreover, the Royal Adventurers expected to receive a compensation for the ill-
treatment Spanish authorities had imposed on their translators, in Cartagena, where they had 
supposedly been imprisoned for over nine months. As Richard Noke himself reported, referring to 
the declarations of the Royal Company’s agents in Barbados: 
 
“…They know by letters that said the Grillio & Lomelin’s 
estates are imbarged in Spaine and moreover that they have 
advice from Jamaica of a Spanish shipp bound from Carta- 
gena to the Havana taken by the privetiers of that island 
wherein was intercepted severall letters and amongst them 
one from Joseph Bustanso factor for the said Grillios dated 
the thirty one of May one thousand six hundred sixty six 
of which we sent coppies to our masters the Royall Company 
herein said Bustanso writes to Grillio and Lomelin advising 
them that with the second shipp of advice arrived then 
ffrom Spaine that came order from the Queene and Conde 
de Peñaranda to imbarge their estates in the Indies the 
which was effected with great riguor as itt is more parti- 
cularely related in the said letter, for which causes they will 
nott trust them nor depend upon their performance of said 
contract being now as broken persons and therefore doe 
sell the negroes to the planters more that they understood 
by the said letters of said Bustanso that the shipp St 
Vincent and San Fortunato appertaininge to said Grillio and 
Lomelin for transportinge of negroes are disinabled to proceed 
for this island for any negroes by means of the said imbargo 
that when they did see any shipp and moneys of theirs 
                                                
 
33 The agents of the Royal Company declared they had heard the news of the seizure through different letters, one of 
which was by Joseph Bustanzo, the main factor of the Asiento in Cartagena, and had fallen in the hands of English 
privateers off the coast of Jamaica. 
 
34 The cargo had been taken on board of the San Vicente and consisted of 255 heads of slaves, 87 were disembarked 
in Cartagena, and 168 in Portobello. These slaves would all be confiscated by royal authorities in Cartagena, 





they will lett them have negroes according to the contract 
provided that they pay for those sent by the St Vincent in 
Apprill one thousand six hundred sixty six […]35 
 
Sinking Boats for an Angry Priest 
 
The many obstacles the Grillos encountered right from the beginning of their human traffic 
business would necessarily have a negative impact on the ship-building enterprise to which they were 
also bound. As a counterpart to their contract, Grillo and Lomelin were supposed to hold onto the 
duties corresponding to the first two years of introductions, and use them to finance the 
construction of four warships and six galleons in the shipyards of Biscay. In addition, as we have 
seen, the Genoese were to promote shipbuilding activities in the Indies by furnishing the shipyards 
in Havana with tax-free slaves. The shipbuilding enterprise in Spain was, in particular, a complex 
operation requiring the Grillos to advance a considerable amount of money out of their own 
pockets.36  The shipbuilding operations started on the coast of Biscay in January 1663 but were soon 
slowed down by the suspension of the Grillos’ contract with the Royal company of England, but 
also by a myriad of other contretemps, including disputes over available wood and a skilled labor 
force, a shortage of Dutch building materials due to a plague outbreak in Amsterdam, and the 
government’s seizure, in 1665, of some money sent to the Grillos by their agents in the Indies, and 
which the Genoese had destined for the financing the shipyards in Biscay (Serrano Mangas 1985). In 
the end, of ten projected vessels, the Grillos only ended up building four galleons, none of which 
                                                
35 See AGI, Contaduría 262, ff 66r-67v -“Richard Noke, deputy of Barbados, on the Company of Royal Adventurers 
not selling slaves to the Asiento”. Barbados, August 10, 1667. 
36 At an estimated rate of between 31 and 34 silver ducats per ton, only the galleons –two of which were to be of 700 
tons, and the four others of 500 tons- would have cost around 160,000 pesos. All the 10 ships the Grillos were 





seems to have followed the specifications of their contract.37  By 1667, the shipbuilding project 
which had had been the hook of Fray Juan de Castro’s proposal had fallen through miserably and no 
one seemed to agree on whom was responsible for such a failure. The situation was not better on the 
American shipyards’ front, where the Grillos do not seem to have cared to drop a single cargo of 
slaves. Again, the Asentistas blamed the Spanish crown’s suspension of their contract with the 
British for this fiasco, as well as the poor administrative skills of Fray Juan de Castro, who had been 
appointed as the supervisor of the shipyards in Havana for a salary of 2,000 per annum38. The 
setback of this project would result in a bitter, public dispute between the Dominican priest and the 
Genoese which would continue long after 1668, when Fray Juan de Castro was ordered to return to 
his convent in Spain39 .   
 
A Victory for don Domingo 
 
By the summer of 1668, the fiscal of the Council launched a new attack against Domingo 
Grillo, now officially on his own at the head of the Asiento. Seeing to the interests of the Spanish 
crown, the fiscal ordered the seizure of Grillo’s personal estate in Madrid, in order to cover an 
outstanding debt he estimated at 1,350,000 pesos (see chapter 5). However, this new legal action 
would not go further than a listing of all the valuables furnishing the Grillo mansion in Madrid. 
Certainly struck and humiliated by this shocking intrusion to his private world, Domingo Grillo 
                                                
 
37 The two first galleons built by the Genoese were at least 100 tons larger than originally planned (i.e  more than 
800 tons), and seemed too heavy to sail up the Guadalquivir river to Seville. Royal inspectors observed that this 
appeared to be a strategy to accommodate the ships to smuggle merchandise. On the other hand, while the second 
pair of ships released by the Grillos might have been somewhat smaller, one of them unfortunately sank on its first 
trip to Cadiz and practically nothing could be recovered from it (Serrano Mangas 1985:102-03; 136).  
 
38 This sum was equivalent to the salary of an assistant factor in any of the factories of the Asiento in the Indies.  
39 Fray Juan de Castro never delivered the galleon he had promised to build in Campeche with the funds 





would use every means and influence available to him not only to prevent the seizure of his personal 
belongings, but also to emerge unscathed from that juridical ordeal. While we can little more than 
speculate on the nature of the assets Domingo Grillo hid under his sleeve, those were obviously 
powerful and effective cards to play  among the members of the Council of the Indies.  
Less than three months after royal inspectors had intruded into the Grillo mansion in 
Madrid, the Council convoked a meeting to discuss the possibility of terminating the slave trading 
monopoly of the Genoese. At the outset of the meeting, however, the Council ended up pleading 
not only for the continuation of the Asiento, but for its prolongation for two years, under new terms 
that could not have been more favorable to don Domingo Grillo. On the one hand, royal authorities 
decided that all the lawsuits pending against the Asiento were to be withdrawn. The Grillos, 
moreover, would be allowed to have two ships anchored in Portobello at the same time, and would 
see some additional ports occasionally opened to human traffic –such as Cumaná and La Guaira in 
Venezuela, San Juan in Puerto Rico, Santo Domingo and Havana. Still, their petitions to be given 
free access to Lima and Buenos Aires were firmly rejected, as was their request to be able to take 
silver cash freely in and out of any port of the Indies.  
Yet, on this occasion, what really helped to tip the scales in the Asiento’s favor was, once 
again, Domingo Grillo’s capacity to link the slave trading business to the most imperative necessities 
of the Spanish state. No one better than a well-versed banker to the King of Spain knew the 
hardships the crown went through to maintain the troops defending the fragile borders of its 
crumbling empire. At that moment, in particular, it came to Domingo Grillo’s ears that the Spanish 
government was badly in need of a 600,000 pesos cash provision to be sent to Flanders, which he 
offered to cover in exchange what he owed for the fifth and sixth years of duties of the Asiento. 





refused and, much to the grief of the fiscal of the Council of the Indies, the Asiento was officially 
relaunched  for one additional lustrum on October 6, 1668 40 .  
The artful negotiation through which Domingo Grillo was able to trade a stranded 
shipbuilding agreement for a financial transaction which fell right into his traditional terrain of 
expertise constitutes a perfect example of the business abilities of the Genoese. This, as Marisa Vega 
Franco observes (1985:37), also marks a watershed in the history of the Asiento, yet not precisely 
because of a rise in the efficiency of human traffic to the New World. Rather, this second period of 
the Grillos’ daring trade is characterized by a shameless increase in the trading concessions they 
demanded from the Spanish crown. At the same time, as the Genoese consolidated their presence in 
the commercial scene of the New World, they certainly strengthened their participation in the dense 
networks of fraudulent exchange which undermined the financial apparatus of the Spanish empire. 
In the last years of the Asiento, the enemies of the Grillos relentlessly filed witness accounts 
testifying to the unlawful practices of the Genoese which, while they may well have been everybody’s 




Wasting no chance to spit out his hatred for those by whom he felt betrayed, Fray Juan de 
Castro composed a venomous libel describing all the frauds the Grillos were committing in the 
                                                
40 See AGI, Indiferente 2833, “Real cédula por la cual la Reina autoriza a Domingo Grillo y companía retener 
150,000 pesos de los derechos del 7o año”. Madrid, 14 de octubre de 1670. 
41 See, for example, AGI, Indiferente 781, “El Consejo de Indias a la Reina sobre denuncias de Fray Juan de Castro 
contra el Asiento. Se manda se retire a su convento”.   
Madrid, 9 de marzo de 1668. AGI, Indiferente 782, “Esteban de Gamarra, embajador en Holanda, advierte sobre los 
fraudes facilitados por el Asiento de los Grillos”. Madrid, 4 de febrero de 1671. AGI, Indiferente 2833, “El fiscal del 
Consejo de Indias sobre la falta de libros y mal uso del Asiento de Domingo Grillo, por lo cual pide su cesación”. 
Madrid, 14 de agosto de 1671. AGI, Indiferente 2835, “Carta anónima de un testigo de los fraudes cometidos por los 
Grillos en Curazao y de su comercio con Amsterdm”. 





Indies. In a magnificent example of the power of the written word (see chapter 5), he had his 
pamphlet printed and distributed in the streets of Madrid, visibly unworried by the fact that he was, 
himself, not exactly the right person to denounce any fault of conduct related to the Asiento 42 . 
Knowing that no bitter allegation coming from Fray Juan de Castro could have been taken a as a 
serious blow to his reputation, Domingo Grillo responded to the priest through another printed 
libel, ironically pointing out that his accusations were those of a frustrated man who had failed to 
enrich himself at the expense of the slave trade43 .   
As a matter of fact, printing denouncements seems to have been a common practice among 
the enemies of the Grillos. The guild of merchants of Lima, undoubtedly the most significant foe of 
the Asiento in the New World, also circulated printed documents, occasionally supported with 
detailed financial information, which declared that the Asiento owed them a huge amount of taxes in 
arrears and that the Grillos’ running of the slave trade had been highly detrimental for the finances 
of the Spanish crown44. Most of all, the merchants of Lima accused Domingo Grillo of opening the 
gates of the empire to the enemies of Catholic Spain by carrying English spies on their boats 
disguised as Spanish seamen. The Grillos, Peruvians said, had even facilitated Sir Henry Morgan’s 
1668 sack of Portobello, on which occasion they had been seen stealthily fleeing the port just before 
the pirates’ attack45 .  Regardless of the actual content of their accounts, what is important here is to 
                                                
 
42 See AGI, Indiferente General 2835. “Respuesta de Fray Juan de Castro a las ficciones con que Domingo Grillo 
pretende obscureser la verdad en un papel descompuesto que ha sacado impreso para quedarse con muchas 
cantidades de la Real Hacienda que debe de su Asiento”. Madrid, 31 de octubre de 1670. 
43 See AGI Consulado 1596 “Satisfacción a unos papeles que sin autor y sin verdad se han publicado contra los 
Asientos que se han ajustado con Grillo” - 1670  
 
44 See AGI, Indiferente 2833 –“Memorial del Tribunal del Consulado de Lima al Rey”. Lima. Sin fecha, c. 1672.  
 
45 The Grillos had been accused of bringing British spies to Portobello at least since 1665 (see AGI, Contaduría 
264A – “Diego de Heredia y Alejandro Manuel de Paus a Juan Pérez de Guzmán sobre presencia de Ingleses en los 
barcos del Asiento”. Portobelo, 29 y 30 de agosto de 1665).Whether these accusations were well founded or not is 





note how the memoirs of the guild of merchants of Lima was imbued  with the fabulous power of 
endless replication (Stoler 2002:91). Instead of launching their attacks in a secretive and exclusive 
sphere populated with awesome rubrics, seals, and stamps, these powerful and territorial traders 
opted to campaign in a wider field, publicly attacking the honor and reputation of a Genoese 
bourgeois well on his way to become a first-tier Spanish nobleman (see chapter 4).  
As for the fiscal of the Council of the Indies, he would only rarely resort to the power of 
printed materialities to make his voice heard –if not necessarily listened to- at the court of the 
Spanish Habsburgs46 . Often jotted on the flip side of Domingo Grillo’s extravagant petitions, the 
fiscal’s legal harangues against the Genoese would, however, never cease in this second phase of the 
Asiento.  Less than two years after the extension of Grillo’s slave trading contract, the fiscal 
requested that the Council of the Indies permanently rescind it, based on the evidence that the don 
Domingo was still not fulfilling his obligations, either old or new. On the one hand, Grillo was 
manifestly not carrying out the money transfers to Flanders at the speed that was expected. On 
another hand, the fiscal questioned the fact that the breaking of Grillo’s original contract with the 
British had had the catastrophic consequences the Genoese claimed. If none of the conditions 
justifying the extension of the Asiento could be validated, he argued, then the 1668 transaction 
should be declared null. The fiscal’s reasoning was based on basic principles of the Spanish legal 
system, and seemed further justified by the persistent news of the Grillos’ corruption that he 
received, not only from witnesses writing from the Indies, but also from Spanish diplomats writing 
                                                                                                                                                       
Spanish crown represented a great risk the Asentistas would have not been ready to take. At the same time, it is 
likely that the factors and captains of the Grillos’ slave ships were not vigilant enough as to who were the foreign 
people they took onboard, as supervisors or interpreters of the Royal Company of England, on their way back to the 
Spanish Main.   
46 See AGI, Indiferente 2833 ff 34r-48v. “Transacción de Domingo Grillo sobre el Asiento de Negros, con sus 





from Amsterdam, the Hague, London or Lisbon47 , and even from anonymous authors proposing 
their services as spies on the island of Jamaica48 .     
Yet once again, the Royal Council of the Indies preferred to close its eyes on the matter, 
directing all its attention to finding new candidates interested in taking over the juicy business of the 
slave trade to the New World after the expiration of the Grillos’ contract. As Scelle sees it, the 
Spanish government was simply reluctant to renounce the relatively safe source of cash that 
Domingo Grillo could be, particularly in the period of political upheaval the Spanish Netherlands 
were going through in the early 1670s (Scelle 1906:540). In fact, the reason explaining the excessive 
laxity of the Spanish government in dealing with a tortuous character such as Domingo Grillo might 
be even more complicated, and lay at some obscure interstices existing between internal politics, 
colonial affairs, global networks of exchange and secret, personal ambitions thriving at every level of 
the Spanish state.       
In the Indies, royal authorities seemed even less capable or interested than those in Spain to 
impose on the Asiento an administrative order they did not even have themselves. The records of the 
Grillos’ daring trade, thus, sank into a flood of corruption and bureaucratic negligence, that would 
come in quite handy to dissimulate the proofs of the Asiento’s unlawful deeds. After Panama’s 
invasion in January 1671, government officials in Tierra Firma announced that all the paperwork 
related to the Grillos had been lost, for which they would need to recalculate their estimate of the 
local Asiento’s debt on the basis of some balances the Grillos’ agents said they had been able to save 
                                                
 
47 See AGI, Indiferente 2835 -“Jacques Richard, cónsul de España en Amsterdam, sobre el efecto causado por la 
noticia de la suspensión del Asiento.” Amsterdam, 15 de junio de 1671. See also AGI, Indiferente 2835 – “Manuel 
de Lira, embajador en la Haya, a la Reina, sobre los perjuicios que trae el comercio con Curazao y con la Compañía 
de las Indias Occidentales”. La Haya, 8 de septiembre de 1671. 
 
48 See AGI, Indiferente 782, - “El Consejo de Indias a la Reina sobre un extranjero que se propone como espía en 





from destruction49 .  As for Domingo Grillo, he presented a report to the Council of the Indies, by 
which he demanded to be indemnified for the massive losses the Asiento had suffered as a result of 
Morgan’s invasion to the Isthmus. There were, Grillo stated, more than five hundred slaves stocked 
in Panama at the time of the pirates’ attack, of which he had offered three hundred and fifty to the 
governor of Tierra Firma to serve in the defense of the city. Most of them, however, had been killed 
or kidnapped by Morgan’s buccaneers, and those left unharmed had fled to the woods from where 
they had been extremely difficult to retrieve. Domingo Grillo estimated his losses at more than 
300,000 pesos, which he requested to be deducted from his outstanding debt50 . Interestingly 
enough, no where in the records of the Asiento can any evidence be found of the arrival of a cargo of 
500 slaves in Tierra Firma at a time anywhere close to the date of the invasion of Panama (see Table 
3). 
YEAR DATE SHIP CAPTAIN CARGO 
1664 26-Jan Santa Cruz Juan de Lisardi 572 
1664 29-Apr Buen Suceso Mateo de la Aya 474 
1664 11-Sep Santa Cruz Juan de Lisardi 627 
1665 19-Jun Santa Cruz Nicolás Rodríguez 545 
1665 2-Aug San Fortunato de Bilbao Pedro de Uriarte 252 
1666 21-May San Vicente Lucas Díaz Isasi 168 
1667 2-Jun San Juan Bautista y Santo Domingo Nicolás Rodríguez ? 
1667 18-Nov San Vicente Pedro de Armendáriz 200 
1667 15-Dec San Juan Bautista Nicolás Rodríguez 651 
1668 15-Jun San Fortunato Juan de Lisardi 268 
1668 ? San Vicente Pedro de Armendáriz 113 
1669 1-Mar San Nicolás de Tolentino Francisco Galesio 257 
1669 31-Aug San Fortunato Juan de Novejil 400 
1669 1-Sep San Nicolás de Tolentino Francisco Galesio 532 
1670 7-Jan San Fortunato el Nuevo Juan de Novejil 667 
1670 14-May San Nicolás de Tolentino Antonio Cruz 383 
1670 23-Sep San Fortunato el Nuevo Juan de Molina 473 
                                                
49 AGI, Contaduría 263 –“ Los jueces ooficiales de Tierra Firme sobre las cuentas del Asiento perdidas durante la 
invasión de Panamá”. 6 de junio de 1673. 
50 AGI, Indiferente 2832, “Domingo Grillo y comapñía sobre los daños que la toma de Panamá le significó al 





1671 14-Sep San Fortunato Diego Márquez 362 
1671 17-Sep San Fortunato el Nuevo Diego Márquez 362 
1671 13-Dec San Vicente Pedro de Armendáriz 588 
1672 18-Jan Santa Cruz Juan Francisco Garivaldo 457 
1672 23-Mar San Fortunato el Nuevo Diego Márquez 184 
1672 27-Jun la Concordia Dorada Francisco Galesio 366 
1672 12-Dec San Vicente ? ? 
1673 28-Jan San Fortunato el Nuevo Diego Márquez 700 
1673 5-Apr Santa Cruz Juan Alonso de Vera 649 
1673 11-Dec Santa Cruz Juan Alonso de Vera 751 
1674 30-Jan Buen Suceso Juan de Novejil 351 
Table 3. Slave cargoes introduced into Portobello  (1663-1674) 
 
The Last Throes of a Daring Trade 
 
When, in 1674, the moment came for the Asiento to submit its final financial report to royal 
officials in Cartagena, it proved impossible to disentangle the extraordinary confusion which eleven 
years of human traffic had materialized. While there was still room for the Council of the Indies, and 
for the guild of merchants of Lima to claim hundreds of thousands of pesos in unpaid duties owed by 
the Asiento, there was also an opportunity for Domingo Grillo to continue gleaning of the 
unthinkable –and mostly illegal- benefits he had already gained from the slave trade. Bringing 
forward one of the clauses of his original contract, Grillo claimed the right to introduce three 
thousand slaves he needed to complete the number of pieces of Indies stipulated in the first Asiento. 
In a superb exhibition of incongruity vis-à-vis what it publicized as its greatest fear, the Council of 
the Indies granted Grillo the possibility to sign an agreement with the Dutch, who obliged 
themselves to bring nine cargoes of slaves from Curaçao right into the harbor of Cartagena. The gate 





While it seems the last of Domingo Grillo’s projects was eventually abandoned, the tugs of 
war he fought with his eternal opponents –the fiscal of the Council of the Indies and the guild of 
merchants of Lima would extend for four additional years. By 1678, in a masterful use of baroque 
legal rhetoric, don Domingo and his attorneys had managed, once again, to flip the situation in favor 
of the House of Grillo, passing from being pursued as debtors to being courted as creditors of 
Spanish crown, for the non-negligible sum of  118,000 pesos. In a last financial movement through 
which don Domingo Grillo was likely handing over the baton to younger generations, he arranged 
for this debt to be commuted into a money transfer contract to be executed by his nephew, 
Francisco Grillo da Mari (see chapter 4). 
It was only then that, little by little, the memory of the two Genoese bankers who had 
drastically transformed the rules of the slave trade in the early modern world got lost in the mist of 
time. It had taken eleven years for the Spanish government to realize and tacitly accept the fact that, 
not only had the Caribbean ceased to be Spain’s domestic sea, but that the Dutch, the British, and 
the French had infiltrated their colonial project to the point in which they had become 
indispensable to its maintenance. Eleven years of mercantilist ambitions, royal whims and unkept 
promises paid at the price of a most particular merchandise whose humanity was not even deemed a 












Chapter 4.  
 
Notes on the Crook 
 
"For however fanciful and fantastic the Isola 
Bella may be, and is, it still is beautiful."  




It was as a gage of love that, in 1632, count Carlo Borromeo, third of the name, 
commissioned a summer palace for his wife, Isabella, on one of the few barren islands specking the 
shimmering surface of Lago Maggiore. Some forty years later, Borromeo’s extravagant gift had 
materialized in a superb example of Italian baroque architecture, clung to the cleverly tamed 
grounds of a thirty-acre isle that would be remembered ever since as the Isola Bella –the Beautiful 
Island. One could, indeed, hardly think of a better fitting name for this architectural masterpiece 
once conceived as a timeless proof of what was, perhaps, a lifelong love for countess Isabella, and 
nowadays celebrated throughout the planet as one of the most exquisite domestic landscapes to be 
found in the Old World (Santambrogio 2006). The sheer beauty of the Isola Bella is, truly, a 
mesmerizing statement of the tasteful excesses characterizing Western artistic expressions in the 
early modern era, a ravishing décor that remains deeply engraved in the mind of whoever has the 
privilege to see it (figure 3).  
 It would be difficult to come up with a more powerful –and still accurate- description of the 
marvelous setting of Lago Maggiore than the one offered by an anonymous contributor to the 





forget the exquisite softness and tremulous brightness of the scene as the little steamer makes its way among 
the islets of San Borromeo” (Anonymous 1858).  
 
  
Figure 4 . “Overall vue of the Isola Bella, in Lago Maggiore, as one discovers it  in all its magnificences when 
coming from the Ticino”. Print by L.F. Cassas and the Piranesi brothers. Paris, 1801. Bibliothèque Nationale de 
France. 
 
I, myself, vividly recall that day of August when, more than twenty years ago, I fell prey to 
the charm of the Isola Bella. Standing on the quay of the lively town of Stresa, so masterfully 
portrayed by Ernest Hemingway in the eve of World War II, I stared in awe at this morsel of 
paradise emerging from the glittering smoothness of Lago Maggiore. I was then at a short boat 
crossing of what would become, in my infant mind, a perfect definition of beauty. Since then, never 
too far in my most cherished recollections is the memory of the sensuous, aesthetic experience that 
submerged me as I disembarked on the majestic flight of stairs leading to the chiseled top of the 
Isola Bella. In a curious application of the primacy of perception thesis strongly advocated by 





the uncanny atmosphere reigning in the subterranean grottos hidden in the guts of the Borromeo 
palace, and, above all, of my first, fortuitous encounter with the rare kind of peafowl inhabiting the 
lush, verdant gardens of the Beautiful Island.  
 Following this first, memorable visit to Lago Maggiore, I could never stop invoking the 
dazzling silhouette of the Isola Bella, gracefully nested in a liquid bed of blue, as a potent metaphor 
of bliss and wonder harking back to the delightful summers of my childhood. How could this 
dream-like place ever represent something different to me than an almost sacred site of 
remembrance where I would ritually return, year after year, to venerate the insouciant happiness of 
the old days? Unfortunately, children’s illusions are frequently fragile and can be cruelly broken, 
sometimes, especially as one risks oneself on the unstable and dark terrains of the past. It is, of 
course, not in a vain bout of nostalgia that I have ventured to evoke the magic of Isola Bella in the 
context of an archaeology of human traffic in colonial times. Rather, what I am exorcising here is the 
unthinkable stroke of fate that, primed by the mighty social, economic and political forces of the 
modern world, has dared to place my beloved, beautiful island onto the grim road of the slave trade 
to the ancient city of Panama. The tether linking us thousands of miles away, between the peaceful 
shores of Lago Maggiore and suffocating jungles of Tierra Firma may very well be a thin one. Yet, it 
is precisely for this reason that I deem it relevant to my material storytelling of the slave trade in the 
New World: indeed, as uncountable scholars following the seminal lead of Eric Williams (1987) 
have incessantly denounced since the mid twentieth-century, the most enduring outcomes of the 
Atlantic slave trade are, more often than not, also the most vexingly silent.  
 This chapter, for that matter, originated in my quest for an especially relevant and yet silent 
story, that of Domingo Grillo, one of the elusive Genoese bankers on whose account, from 1663 to 





Panama (Vega Franco 1984). As I concentrated on the enigmatic character of Domingo Grillo, I 
realized how well this man fit the capitalist archetype of the Baroque era. Domingo Grillo was, no 
doubt, a perfect model of financial success, yet his private life was a domain in which historical 
sources remained intriguingly barren. Exploring genealogical byroads was, as a consequence, my only 
chance to approximate myself to this chief-slaver’s psyche in order to evaluate his influence over 
those who lived their lives at his orders or under his yoke on either side of the Atlantic.  
 It was in one of these methodological detours that I came across the ghost of Domingo 
Grillo flirting with the heirs and dwellers of the Isola Bella, who would therefore become 
embarrassingly connected to the appalling history of human traffic. Dim as it may appear, this 
genealogical connection is far from being innocuous for, as we shall see, it also bears the name of 
countess Clelia Grillo Borromeo Arese, Domingo Grillo’s direct descendant and one of the most 
extraordinary Italian women in the Century of Lights (Serralunga Bardazza 2005; Findlen 2009) 
(figure 4.). In looking into the unusual nature of this formidable lady I will attempt to pry a little 
further into the private world of her capitalist ancestor, hopefully gaining a broader comprehension 
of the rationale steering the social life of a white-collar slaver at the court of the Spanish Habsburgs. 
In a second movement of this chapter, I will pursue my effort to decipher Domingo Grillo’s outlook 
on his particular life-project, founding my reflections on alternative historical sources that delve into 
the convoluted spheres of baroque financial markets. Here, the life-stories of other Genoese 
bankers, less parsimonious than don Domingo with the written clues they left behind, asleep in the 
world of the archive, will be essential to illuminate the early modern world of business in which, at 
times, slave-trading and murder could lead to nobility and glory. The archive, however, can be far 
more democratic than it is commonly thought (Taylor 2003), and can retain disreputable traces of 





cheating the Spanish Crown was never deemed a praiseworthy maneuver for a royal banker. As a 
result of his questionable methods of conducting his daring deal in human lives, Domingo Grillo’s 
own, private universe made a fleeting, yet potent apparition in the world of the archive, a most 
fantastic and unexpected finding in the context of this archaeology of the slave trade that will put an 
end to this chapter by transporting us, literally, through each room of Domingo Grillo’s lived-space.  
    As Hugh Thomas ably observes in the opening to his massive, encompassing account on the 
commerce of slaves in the Americas (Thomas 1997:11), it would be difficult to come across a public 
figure who, back in the days of the trade, was not caught, in greater or lesser degrees of awareness, in 
the devilish whirlpool of human traffic. Just as Genoese bankers explicitly did in the late 1600s, 
regular merchants, noblemen and women, artists, philosophers, and commoners from all over 
Europe, America, and Africa alike, contributed to the thriving of a particular deal holding an 
undeniable relation to the social and economic order in which capitalist nations still live today. On 
a quite personal ground, it is in an effort to confront this blunt reality that I have chosen to unveil 
an episode of my own life in the prologue to this chapter, one on which the spell of innocence has 
been inevitably shattered as some of the brightest nooks of my own youth became tainted with the 
grim shade of the Atlantic slave trade. Hereafter, beautiful green gardens, exotic peafowl and 
extravagant, manmade caves shall not be recalled without a pang in the heart for one of the most 










The Philosophical Countess 
 
      “Princes find money when they want” 
(Clelia Grillo Borromeo Arese,1727)  
 
 
Count Carlo Borromeo Arese, grandson of the original builder of the palace in Isola Bella, 
thought more than twice before he consented to the marriage of his eldest son, Giovanni Benedetto, 
to a Genoese patrician by the name of Clelia Grillo. Borromeo’s qualms were certainly unrelated to 
the fact that all Genoese nobles descended from audacious merchants and sailors who had built their 
fortunes on the practice of long-distance trade (Grendi 1987; Epstein 1996); after all, the same 
could be said of most aristocrats populating the Italian social scene since the end of the Middle 
Ages. In reality, what troubled Borromeo, one of the most respected and politically active men in 
the duchy of Milan, was the widely rumored streak of emotional extravagance soiling the good name 
of some members of the Grillo lineage. Genoese women were, it is known, reputed for their 
unusually developed sense of free-will and independence. This widespread preconception was 
certainly well founded for, in the sixteenth an seventeenth centuries, Genoese men tended to spend 
most of their time abroad looking after their trade (Alvarez Nogal 1999:517), while children, 
mothers and wives remained at home alone, in some way responsible for the administration of the 
assets of their household. For one thing, popular tradition had it that no Genoese woman would 
ever be the slave of a man (Serralunga Bardazza 2005). Chances were, count Carlo feared, that 
Clelia Grillo’s nature would turn out to be independent and extravagant, perhaps as extravagant as 
the thirty thousand ducats that her father had graciously placed in her dowry gift, so as to prove to 
whoever would put it into question that a Grillo was worthy of the House of the Borromeo. At this 
price, count Carlo could have nothing serious to object: Clelia Grillo and Giovanni Benedetto 







Figure 5. Clelia Grillo Borromeo Arese (Genoa 1684 - Milan 1777) 
  
Born in Genoa on June 29, 1684, Clelia Grillo was the seventh of eight siblings raised in the home 
of don Marcantonio Grillo da Mari (Battilana 1971). Clelia’s mother, Maria Antonia, was  
Marcantonio Grillo’s cousin and, thus, a direct descendant of the Grillo family herself. She was, 
however, also the daughter of the baron of Latiano and closely related to the greatest, wealthiest, 
and most influent Genoese lineages of her time, such as the Imperiale, the Spinola, the Doria, the 
Visconti and the Grimaldi. As for Marcantonio Grillo, he was the eldest son of Agapito Grillo the 
Third, the principal heir of one of the strongest patrician clans in Liguria. Since the late sixteenth 
century, the Grillos had gained a prominent position well beyond the limits of the Republic, keeping 
a good number of trading and banking agents in Florence, Venice, Paris, and other first-tier 
European commercial centers. Some of the Grillo family members had been active in the mining 





(Thomas 1997:213). However, it was mainly through financial operations in Spain that the Grillos 
had managed to amass a formidable fortune by the second half of the seventeenth century.  
 In Genoa, the Grillos owned a magnificent palace next to the church of Santa Maria delle 
Vigne, which remained the center of their family life whenever they were in town. Most males in the 
Grillo lineage, however, kept secondary dwelling places wherever their businesses took them. In 
Madrid, for example, the Grillos rented a luxurious residence on the quite affluent Calle de Alcalá 
(Sanz Aya n 1988:477), somewhere in between the Royal Alcazar and the newly built summer 
palace of El Buen Retiro. It was in this rented mansion that, from the 1650s onwards, don 
Marcantonio Grillo and his younger brother, don Francesco, were trained to run the family business 
under the skillful guidance of a their father’s brother (Serralunga Bardazza 2005), a most intriguing 
and secretive man known in Madrid as don Domingo Grillo, soon to become the big master of the 
slave trade to the Spanish American colonies.  
 The relationship of Clelia Grillo’s father and uncle with don Domingo may have been quite 
close: unlike his older brother, Agapito, Domingo Grillo never married nor returned to the Ligurian 
homeland where he was born, back in 1617. When he died in Madrid in 1687, Grillo passed on his 
enormous fortune to his older nephew, Marcantonio, who would consequently become one of the 
wealthiest men in Italy by the dawn of the eighteenth century. Rich as he was by his uncle’s bequest, 
Marcantonio Grillo would spare no effort in arranging for his five daughters to wed into the most 
noble and illustrious families in Italy. By 1706, all of Clelia Grillo’s sisters had become princesses by 
marriage and don Marcantonio was about to accomplish the most significant social move of his life 
by cementing a blood alliance with the formidable Borromeo. And yet, how could we praise today 
the triumph of this ambitious father’s ennobling stratagem without pointing out, first, that Maria 





successors of the Genoese slave trade? Don Marcantonio knew, of course, of no remorse whatsoever 
when, en route from Spain to the brilliant wedding of his youngest child, he died victim of a bad 
turn of fate.  
 
Let us now linger a bit longer on the personal life of Clelia Grillo Borromeo, on whose 
account there is much more to say than on any other member of her illustrious lineage (Findlen 
2009; Rebière 1897; Ogilvie and Harvey 2000), partly because of the constant reports on her moral, 
social and intellectual capabilities that the much troubled count Carlo Borromeo requested in the 
eve of Grillo’s wedding to his son. Early accounts on Clelia’s nature reveal that she was, from a 
young age, nicknamed the Oracle for the unusually quick and witty spirit that characterized her. 
Borromeo’s witnesses also coincide in that Clelia Grillo had been educated well beyond 
contemporary norms during her prolonged stay at the convent of the Misericordia, where she had 
developed, according to them, the best possible qualities in judgment and Christian spirit (Mazzotti 
2007:80; Serralunga Bardazza 2005). At a time when women were given few chances to partake in 
the making of the modern discourse of Enlightenment (Messbarger and Findlen 2005), this 
additional burden in Clelia’s nuptial baggage was certainly not to appease count Carlo’s suspicions 
about his daughter-in-law’s untamable temperament. Even though, at least since the late 16th-
century, a good number of female aristocrats and courtesans had been praised throughout Western 
Europe for keeping literary salons contributing to the flourishing of refined philosophical thought, 
cultured women were undoubtedly deemed a risky and destabilizing element in a reputable noble 
household such as the Borromeo’s.  
 Soon after her triumphant arrival in Milan, however, the new countess Borromeo Arese had 





an heiress to the House of Grillo, la donna Clelia had certainly been trained to seeing things in large 
scale: before long, she found herself unsatisfied with the mere absorption of intellectual literature 
and expressed her will to participate directly in the scientific questioning and understanding of the 
natural world. More than in the process of experimental research and scholarly production, 
however, Clelia Grillo was interested in the idea of promoting and conveying knowledge, and 
became obsessed with the possibility of creating a suitable space in Milan for the exchange and 
circulation of new ideas within the field of the liberal arts (Findlen 2009). In a posture that seems 
quite akin to that of her Genoese ancestors vis-à-vis the world of tradable goods, Clelia Grillo 
wanted wisdom not to emanate from her but to gravitate to her.  
 It is with this state of mind that, early in the 1720s, Domingo Grillo’s grandniece developed 
the project of the Clelian Academy, an institution she conceived as a propitious environment for the 
critical discussion of the wonders of nature. Mathematics, geometry, natural philosophy, and other 
experimental disciplines such as botany, medicine and chemistry, were all to find a space in what 
Clelia Grillo conceived as a living Wunderkammer (Moser 2006) in which scientific novelties would 
be disclosed and debated for the good and enlightening of the Milanese public. It might, indeed, not 
be a coincidence if the daughter of a merchant envisioned her Academy roughly like a global fair of 
knowledge where the best products of modern science could be displayed, tried out, and exchanged. 
Again, more than manufacturing science herself, la donna Clelia preferred to orchestrate its traffic, 
and to reign over the setting in which actual experimenting occurred. In a way that strangely echoes 
don Domingo’s forceful style in trade, Clelia sought to dominate every discipline’s language so as to 
be the only one to determine what the rules of her academic game would be: she would bring up her 





 Although Clelia Grillo’s enterprise may be considered a typical expression of an 
eighteenth-century Republic of Letters –an intellectual community transcending space and time 
(Goodman 1994:15)-, it was primarily developed within the well structured framework of a 
Renaissance Academy. In summer 1722, the twelve foundational principles of the Accademia Clelian 
dei Vigilanti were lined up by the renowned naturalist and physician Antonio Vallisneri, who was to 
become countess Borromeo Arese’s protégé and most faithful acolyte in her project (Mazzotti 
2007:79). As the first president of the Clelian Academy, Vallisneri played the role of the patriarch 
and scientific leader of the philosophical family la donna Clelia had engendered, an image that 
faithfully translates the strong and emotional dimension of the relationship the countess sought to 
construct with her adopted academicians. Not surprisingly, Clelian scholars, the Vigilanti, were 
portrayed at the time as Bacon’s Merchants of Light, who trafficked in knowledge by traveling the 
world, and were further encouraged, by the tenth rule of their institution, “to go to see not only the 
most celebrated Cities of Europe but also those of Asia, Africa, and beyond if it pleases to bring even 
[reports] of America” (as quoted in Findlen 2009:21). Once again, even in her unique role as an 
enthusiastic patron of the experimental sciences of the Settecento, the philosophical countess 
Borromeo Arese made it obvious she had been born a Grillo.  
 Much to her father-in-law’s despair, la donna Clelia’s aspiration to establish a global center 
of knowledge in her adoptive city of Milan was applauded all over Europe. Her enterprise positively 
struck the greatest academic spirits of her time, who extensively commented on Clelia’s 
exceptionally diverse areas of interest and expertise. Amongst the most famous references to the 
philosophical countess is one by Charles-Louis de Secondat, Baron of Montesquieu who, in 
September 1727, enthusiastically observed in an account of his visit to the duchy of Milan: “She is 





has even tried herself at Arabic, mathematics, natural philosophy, and algebra. She has made a very 
great number of natural observations and experiments”(Montesquieu 1964:232, my translation).  
 Such an extolling portrait of Domingo Grillo’s grandniece naturally seems to conjure up 
Montesquieu’s furiously mordant statement about African slave labor in the New World, so 
brilliantly composed that it has long been debated if it should or should not be read as an apology 
for racism (Ehrard 2008): “Were I to vindicate our right to make slaves of the negroes, these should 
be my arguments:  The Europeans, having extirpated the Americans, were obliged to make slaves of 
the Africans, for clearing such vast tracts of land.  Sugar would be too dear if the plants which 
produce it were cultivated by any other than slaves. These creatures are all over black, and with such 
a flat nose that they can scarcely be pitied. It is hardly to be believed that God, who is a wise Being, 
should place a soul, especially a good soul, in such a black ugly body”(Montesquieu 2007:238).  
 Leaving aside any tedious ranting as to if Montesquieu believed or not in an intrinsic 
inferiority of the African race, one could no less wonder if, having been better informed about Clelia 
Grillo’s Genoese origins, this philosophical baron could also have deployed all his sarcastic 
capabilities to detail the obscure nature of the funding allowing such a perfect model of female 
education to have seen the light of day. Fortunately for her, countess Borromeo’s social standing 
added to the unquestionable worth of her scholarship, making her immune to social critique and, in 
particular, to the ridicule to which, as the great Molière had effectively shown, falsely learnt ladies 
could be often exposed (Bradby and Calder 2006).  
 Clelia Grillo’s enlightened project was, alas, a short lived one. In Paula Findlen’s words 
(2009), her Academy failed to evolve from an idea to a community, and from a community to an 
actual institution. One may think of several reasons why la donna Clelia’s dream was never more 





extravagant, scientific inclinations clearly contributed to the fact that Clelian Academy should 
remain at the stage of a fantasy. In a 1723 letter addressed to his close friend, the Swiss naturalist 
Louis Bourguet, Antonio Vallisneri complained: “Her husband’s father still lives and is the patron of 
everything. From what they tell me, he loves politics and arms but not letters.  Hence of necessity 
the most learned lady does that which she can but not always that which she wants” (as quoted in 
Findlen 2009:27 ).  
 Yet the failure of Clelian Academy was not only linked to the philosophical countess’ lack of 
personal political and economic resources. One can also observe a clear contradiction between the 
baroque, aristocratic structure of the Academy on paper, and its pretended, modern aspiration to 
public service in practice. Paradoxically enough, Clelia Grillo’s Genoese temperament also interfered 
with the successful development of her intellectual creation. Countess Borromeo was impatient, 
eclectic, and inconstant; she may have had the mindset of an entrepreneur or of a long-distance 
trader, but not that of a dedicated scholar. The reckless and megalomaniac Clelia played cards, lost 
money, and indulged herself in all sorts of dangerous, gastronomic excesses (Serralunga Bardazza 
2005). She was, just as the Isola Bella still is, a perfect embodiment of extravagance. As Antonio 
Vallisneri knew well, his patron enjoyed contemplating her own importance and being termed the 
female icon of Italian learning. She took pleasure in setting pens in motion, and was well aware of 
the power of flattery from being extremely sensitive to it herself. 
 By 1727, in a last attempt to institutionalize an Academy under her brilliant patronage, 
Clelia Grillo considered enticing Emperor Charles VI into merging her own intellectual project with 
the rumored interest that the Habsburg’s crown had in establishing an Academy somewhere in the 
Austrian-ruled territories north of Milan. Countess Borromeo evidently felt that there was no one 





she evaluated her possibilities of gaining the Emperor’s favor and convincing him of “the utility that 
comes to the states from the propagation of sciences and arts”. Thinking about the terms in which 
the Austrian court could oppose itself to her proposal, Clelia Grillo found only two: the first one 
was just a matter of cash; the second, that she was not a man. Regarding the first problem, la donna 
Clelia forestalled a response that seemed to bear the seal of don Domingo Grillo: “Princes find 
money when they want” (as quoted in Findlen 2009).  
 Clelia Grillo was, however, less successful than her Madrid-based ancestor in dissimulating 
her personal interests under the public welfare mask. Deprived of any state support from the 
Austrian branch of the Habsburgs, the Clelian Academy project gradually wilted and, by 1730, 
received its last, fatal blow with the death of Antonio Vallisneri. Yet the breaking of her scientific 
dream was not enough to calm down the eccentricities of Clelia Grillo Borromeo Arese: in 1746, 
two years after her husband’s death, the philosophical countess had all her property confiscated and 
was forced to flee Milan for having publicly –and passionately- expressed her allegiance to Spain 
during a brief reoccupation of Lombardy by the Spanish forces. It was thus a pardoned, but much 
impoverished countess who returned to Milan to retreat into her palace in 1749 (Serralunga 
Bardazza 2005).  
 Clelia Grillo died in Milan on August 23, 1777, at the venerable age of ninety-three, having 
been under the spotlight of some the most important figures of the Enlightenment throughout much 
of her exceptionally long life. Yet the memory of her deeds and fame rapidly faded out after her 
death, and it was only in recent years, within the context of a feminist historiography highlighting 
the role of women in the development of modern science, that the name of Clelia Grillo resurfaced 
from the depths of the archive. Although much of her own writing seem to have been lost in the 





Clelia had enough admirers amongst the cultured elites of the eighteenth century for her memory to 
leave an indelible trace in the annals of science, best represented in the geometric flower Pisan 
mathematician Guido Grandi dedicated to her as a humble tribute to her patronage (Findlen 2009). 
 I believe Clelia’s nature was, more than an amalgam of unquenched curiosity, quick and 
versatile intelligence, and aristocratic munificence, a perfectly compelling expression of the practical 
mindset her Genoese linage had cultivated for generations. In that sense, this philosophical countess’ 
life offers us an introductory, more intimate glimpse into the human nature of her ancestors, a rare 
opportunity to pin down some of the defining rationale having guided the thought of her mysterious 
granduncle’s throughout his prolific life. The life-story of the philosophical countess is, thus, a 
somehow troubling reflection of the social repertoire of a baroque businessman for whom trading in 
people was not only morally acceptable, but also desirable in practice.  
 
Don Domingo’s Path 
 
As it has sometimes been observed in the case of other important historical actors involved 
in the development of merchant and financial capitalism (Thomas 1997:84), direct references to 
Domingo Grillo’s private life seem to have been deliberately locked in the outer fringes of historical 
records. In a blatant contradiction to the magnitude of his contribution to the expansion of the 
capitalist system in western Europe, Grillo appears to be little more than a ghostly, nominal 
presence haunting the Spanish Royal Treasury archives. Yet the thousands of memoranda, 
pronouncements, claims and appeals Grillo’s entourage of proxies and attorneys produced within 
the context of his daring trade, appear to us as powerful, entrusted embodiments of his mighty spirit. 





version of Domingo Grillo’s name could, through a fascinating process of legal transubstantiation, 
transfer juridical validity, social legitimacy, and financial relevance to any document to which it was 
attached. For Grillo, delegated writing was the guarantee that his voice would be heard, his presence 
felt and his wrath feared from the court of Madrid to wherever in the Indies his decisions were to be 
enforced. Then why can’t the actual hand of don Domingo be seen anywhere in those traveling 
hand-copied papers that circulated throughout the modern world, along with the financial interests 
of the House of Grillo?    
 While some extravagant news of la donna Clelia’s manias have efficiently filtered out the 
archival maze, Domingo Grillo’s intimate character remains hermetically closed to historical 
research, as if the material sphere in which he once conceived his trade had been forever banned to 
the rest of the living. I would argue that, more than the misleading result of an imperfect approach 
to historical sources, this archival invisibility results from Grillo’s deliberate attempt to eschew the 
potential treacheries of the written record in order to make himself less vulnerable to the unstable 
political moods of the Habsburg’s court. By shielding himself in a surreal dimension where the 
almighty could not be seen, Domingo Grillo moved beyond the realm of materiality and toyed with 
the unworldly state of the divine (Miller 2005). 
 This being said, I cannot but sympathize with Marisa Vega Franco, the only historian having 
so far attempted a systematic archival study of Domingo Grillo’s role in the Atlantic slave trade 
when, back in 1984, she complained about the lack of accessible documents reflecting the social 
world of this master-slaver (Vega Franco 1984:11). Yet, in the same way that la donna Clelia’s life 
story has contributed to shed some light on the profoundly Genoese temper of a man to whom she 
owed more than a few ducats in her princely purse, other less obscure biographies may also guide us 





blood, I now turn towards those of craft, analyzing the complex nature of the very business that 
made don Domingo who he was at the court of Spain. Grillo was not just any Genoese, he was a 
banker to the King, one of those who had made the fame and fortune of the Superb and Most 
Serene Republic of Genoa since the late Middle Ages (Hamilton 1949; Pacini 2004). It is evident 
that, as a member of that particular kind, Domingo Grillo was subject to a tacit code of savoir-faire 
(Doria 1986), a professional set of unspoken norms he would abide by in appearance and 
manipulate in practice so as to prove his trajectory as a successful businessman and legitimize his 
belonging to the financial elite of the early capitalist world.  
 The tremendous influence of foreign bankers at the court of the Spanish Habsburgs has been 
brought to light in the last few years by prominent, young scholars like Carmen Sanz Ayán (1988) 
and Carlos Alvarez Nogal (1997, 1999), maybe as a result of a generalized reappearance of academic 
interest in the exceedingly complex subject of Spanish colonial finances (Klein and Barbier 1988). 
These recent works combine a systematic, serial approach to the overwhelming pool of data 
contained in the Spanish Royal Treasury historical records with a close examination of the 
genealogies and personal interests of the principal financiers in 17th-century Spain. Alvarez Nogal, in 
particular, has focused his research on the lengthy kingship of Philip IV (1621-1665) (see also 
Domi nguez Ortiz 1960), highlighting the role of American gold and silver in supporting the 
financial credit of the Spanish Crown. The reign of the Planet King was, however, characterized by a 
globally uneven economic situation, seriously affected by Spain’s engagement in ruinous wars in the 
four corners of the Old World, and a diminishing inflow of silver extracted from its unruly territories 
in the New One (Schmidt and Kagan 2004:77-8). The role of Genoese and Portuguese bankers was 
essential to keep the monarchy afloat throughout the four, successive bankruptcies decreed by Philip 





benefited from a mature fiscal and financial system which, however, was monopolized by non-
Spanish subjects. It was in this complicated political and economic atmosphere that don Domingo 
Grillo and his partner, don Ambrosio Lomelin, envisioned and developed the most complex and 
ambitious project of slave-trading ever seen in Spain, and probably in Europe, one that would 
change the rules and policies of human traffic for the centuries to come. 
Carmen Sanz Ayán has centered her research on the highly misunderstood reign of Charles II 
(1665-1700), probably the least well studied kingship of the Spanish Habsburgs’ dynasty (Sanz 
Ayá n 1988:19). Historical accounts of this particular period, which corresponds to the greatest 
activity of Domingo Grillo as a banker and as a slaver, are especially rare, and tend to concentrate 
on the minutiae of courtly life, on scandals and gossip cultivated around the figure of a week, sickly 
king with little interest and capacity to hold the political and economic reins of his kingdom. Yet as 
Kamen and others have convincingly argued, the time of the last Austrian monarch of Spain may not 
have been the economic pitfall traditional historiography has tended to see in it (Kamen 1964, 
1981). However, it could hardly be denied that was a period of substantial decline in the political 
power of Spain in the Atlantic world. As such, the reign of the so-called Bewitched King also 
represents a particularly obscure period in terms of contemporary scholarly production, and yet the 
one to which this archaeology of slavers and slaves needs to direct all its attention.     
 It is, thus, mostly drawing on Sanz Ayán and Alvarez Nogal’s groundbreaking work that I 
have carried on my pursuit of Domingo Grillo’s elusive figure. By delving into the life stories of his 
compatriots, congeners, partners and, most probably, competitors too, these authors shepherd us 
through the reconstruction of don Domingo’s persona, providing us with an accurate historical 
context in which to evaluate the audacity of his daring trade. These pioneering studies also have the 





throughout my own research, such as those pertaining to the records of the House of Trade resting 
in the Indies Archive in Seville; the General Archive of Simancas; and the Historical Archive of 
Notarial Records and National Historical Archive in Madrid. In addition, Carlos Alvarez Nogal has, 
for the first time, made accessible a wealth of Italian first-hand documents collected at the city of 
Genoa’s State Archive which, in the specific case of this project, has helped me to identify potential 
repositories of information about the House of Grillo that could be an archival treasure to explore 
in the near future.  
 The Genoese presence in Spain can be traced back at least to the late 15th century 
(Boccardo, Colomer, and Di Fabio 2004), when with the fall of Byzantium to the Ottoman Turks, 
the Superb Republic’s trade in the East end of the Mediterranean rapidly faded away (Nicol 1988). 
Yet Genoese merchants were quick in implanting their commercial hegemony on an alternative 
route – that connecting their hometown with Seville and Lisbon, and with marketplaces as far north 
as Bruges (Alvarez Nogal 1997:51).  By the early 16th century, and coinciding with the golden age of 
the newly formed Spanish colonial empire, the Genoese were strongly established along the Iberian 
southern coast (Braudel 1996; Aymard 2000:110). Trade activities had been seconded and 
supported by an important wave of Genoese immigrants, many of whom had settled down in Seville, 
the hub of the money market they intended to control. 
 As businesses prospered with the impulse of colonial trade, there was an increase in the 
competition for the control of commodities exchange in Western Europe (Sanz Aya n 1988:136). 
Genoese traders soon initiated the local development of the growingly complex financial operations 
for which the Republic had already gained renown throughout the Mediterranean. The reigns of 
Philip II (1556-1598) and Philip III (1598-1621) saw the flourishing of a new kind of Genoese 





exports, and carrying out small-scale currency conversions and speculation activities in the swarming 
market place of Seville. From 1527 through 1626, Spain and the Mediterranean were the scene of 
the unrivalled dominion of Genoese bankers (Braudel 1986, 1979). These Madrid-based negotiators 
shared the same, instinctive flair for business as their Sevillian counterparts, with whom they never 
actually cut ties, and who represented a constitutive part of their long-distance business network. 
However, unlike regular merchants, bankers focused their traffic in a most particular materiality –
the precious metals springing from the mines of the New World, that were the pillar of Spanish rule 
in Western Europe (Alvarez Nogal 1998).  
 Thus the gold, and especially the silver that the Spanish galleon fleet fed the Old World via 
the House of Trade in Seville, constituted the one and only fuel spurring the development of 
merchant capitalism in the modern world (Stein and Stein 2000). Yet, as Alvarez Nogal points out, 
the importance of silver was not necessarily linked to its extraordinary monetary value nor to the 
total number of transactions that were carried out in this particular specie. Rather, the fact that 
precious metals were the only viable means of payment beyond the limits of the peninsular kingdoms 
of Spain explains the emergence of a highly specialized sector of financial actors, which would 
compete to capture as much silver as they could to build up an effective capital likely to catch the 
eye of a monarchy sinking in the dark depths of illiquidity (Alvarez Nogal 1997:21). In those terms, 
bankers’ lust for precious metals must not be simply seen as an irrational lure for a materiality that 
seemed to encapsulate all possible conceptions of wealth. Rather, for baroque businessmen, silver 
represented a temporary value of negotiation, an inescapable instrument that was vowed to 
circulation in order to guarantee the reproduction of the capitalist process of accumulation.      
 In a time of incessant warfare when Spain struggled to preserve the political integrity of a 





strategic chessboard. The quartering and provisioning of troops in sensitive and distant points of the 
Empire, in particular Flanders, Milan, Sicily, or Naples, required the safe and efficient transfer of 
enormous sums of silver coinage the monarchy itself was unable to provide. Thus, through complex 
financial and juridical mechanisms such as the “asiento” (Sanz Ayá n 1988:64-112) and the 
“factoría” (Alvarez Nogal 1999), which will be discussed in depth in chapter 5, bankers acted not 
only as credit agents, but also as international payment representatives on which the entire fiscal 
structure of monarchy relied. By the mid-17th century, when Domingo Grillo joined the select group 
of bankers negotiating complex financial operations with the King, the Genoese had already lost 
their prominent position on financial grounds. Under the influence of the Count-Duke of Olivares, 
Portuguese businessmen had secured an increasing number of provision contracts with the Royal 
Treasury council, in particular concerning smaller transactions at the local level, either in species or 
in copper coinage (Alvarez Nogal 1997:37). Although the influence of Italians, and especially of 
Genoese financiers waned, they still controlled the largest share of all deals negotiated in silver 
money (Sanz Ayá n 1988:159-62) and, in spite of the havoc that the successive bankruptcies 
decreed by Philip IV had wreaked on financial networks, being a royal creditor was still perceived by 
many not only as a most gainful source of economic capital, but also as the most socially prestigious 
position a foreign commoner could aspire to occupy at the court.    At the same time, the Treasury 
council was well aware that, as the crown’s finances continued to plunge, the monarchy augmented 
its dependency on bankers who were, paradoxically, less economically solvent and reliable than in 
the old times.  
 Domingo Grillo certainly realized he was a late-comer into a financial system that was 
teetering on the brink and that he had little time to build up the fame and fortune he had come to 





compared with that of larger business houses such as the ones run by the Centurione, the Balbi, the 
Pichinotti or the Spinola. Yet Grillo was cunning and well-related enough to make the most of the 
last momentum of the silver age of Spain. As the slave trade monopoly he signed with the King 
demonstrates (see chapter 5), don Domingo had a keen knowledge of the needs and weaknesses of 
the crown; his daring trade proposal was thus composed in bold terms that the monarchy could not 
refuse, even though it left it at the mercy of its creditors.  
 It is uncertain how long it took Domingo Grillo to amass enough economic and social credit 
to be considered worth of the crown’s attention. Yet, it is likely that, as most Genoese financiers at 
the Spanish Habsburg’s court, he started consolidating his primitive, personal capital mainly 
through international trade operations.  As for now, there is no sign of any written document 
suggesting when and under which circumstances Grillo left his Ligurian homeland to settle down in 
Madrid. According to Sanz Ayán, however, there are some evidences that the house of Grillo was 
already active in Spain by the early 17thcentury (Sanz Ayá n 1988:187-88), though nothing in 
Domingo Grillo’s self trajectory proves any particular relation with any preexisting financial 
organization. At this point, one should actually be careful not to trace any cursory genealogical 
relations merely on the base of a surname: homonymy was a common occurrence amongst Genoese 
lineages and even business partners bearing the same surname could be totally unrelated in terms of 
their ancestry (Alvarez Nogal 1999:516).  
 On another hand, detailed scrutiny of Italian bankers’ life-stories tend to demonstrate that 
large financial houses rarely outlived their founders: it took more than skill and good will to preserve 
dense transnational networks of alliances and prestige once the main patriarchal figure was missing. 
Yet no one in the financial market of the 17thcentury knew better than the Genoese that blood ties 





business after a loss. The Genoese had a strong sense of kin that added to the stability and reliability 
of their commercial organizations, and was indispensable to carry out risky financial transactions 
within an interesting profit margin (Sanz Ayá n 1988:46; Alvarez Nogal 1997:53). The strategic 
importance of family bonds to preserve the structural coherence of a large-scale enterprise in the 
early modern world was, as we have seen, something countess Borromeo Arese understood well: she 
insisted on portraying her embryonic Clelian Academy under the traits of a cohesive philosophical 
clan whose unity could be maintained by the means of an active, global epistolary commerce. As for 
Domingo Grillo, he was certainly conscious of the necessity to maintain an efficient network of 
informants that were attentive to rumors, gossip and hearsay, and could keep him well informed of 
any relevant incident occurring wherever his trade was active. 
 Unlike all of his fellow Ligurian businessmen, however, Domingo Grillo failed to establish a 
marriage alliance with another Genoese dynasty. This unusual situation was somewhat compensated 
for by Grillo’s close association with don Ambrosio Lomelin in the early 1650s. For nearly twenty 
years, Grillo and Lomelin would be unconditional partners in the banking business. From their 
beginnings as negotiators in the field of speculation, only exceptionally would either of them carry 
out an individual transaction. And it was in association that they decided to try their luck in the 
daring trade of human beings. When, in 1666, don Ambrosio died in tragic circumstances we briefly 
referred to in chapter 3, Grillo assumed the tutorship of his associate’s children, looking after their 
interests until the Grillo and Lomelin partnership gradually faded away as don Domingo withdrew 
from the world of business. 
 While Grillo and Lomelin’s activities were looked at with considerable reservations at the 
Treasury Council, where their trustfulness and capabilities to undertake delicate operations had 





allies at the court who arranged for them to be granted privileges that were normally reserved to 
solidly established creditors of the crown. For example, in 1652, Grillo and Lomelin were exempted 
from the cessation of debt payment imposed on most royal creditors when Philip IV’s government 
went bankrupt for the third time in little more than twenty years. Domingo Grillo and his partner 
were left in a good position to assume, in 1653, the prestigious and lucrative administration of the 
treasury of the Holy Crusade. One can do little more than speculate as to the exact nature of Grillo 
and Lomelin’s lobbying at the court: one might want to consider it was not uncommon for the King 
himself to hold direct relations with his bankers (Sanz Ayá n 1988:58). Secret payments and loans 
were, no doubt, means that could be used by any businessman to increase his influence and benefits 
standing over those they pretended to serve.     
 Still, it would be both unfair and incorrect to assume all Genoese bankers had a tendency to 
recur to devious methods of negotiation in order to secure important contracts at court; historical 
archives are gorged with documents demonstrating some of them could afford to be both shrewd 
and honest in their trade, ending up being trusted and respected for their loyalty to the crown. 
Perhaps the best example of this other sort of businessman is Bartolomé Spinola who, between 1627 
and 1644, renounced his interests as a private banker to take office as the Factor Principal of the 
King of Spain (Alvarez Nogal 1999). As the main administrator of the royal fiscal revenues, Spinola 
demonstrated an incredible zeal and dedication, going well beyond the call of duty to maintain an 
efficient flow of capital wherever and whenever they were needed for the sake of Spain. But despite 
Spinola’s apparent rectitude and allegiance to the crown, his foreign origin made him particularly 
vulnerable to gossip, scandals and false accusations nourishing many influent courtly circles in 
Madrid. Spinola, however, seems to have come out clean of all suspicion of corruption and certainly 





 All the same, as a Genoese banker, Domingo Grillo’s reputation at the court seems to have 
been quite different from that of the great Spinola. Soon after his association with don Ambrosio 
Lomelin, they were both accused of the murder of don Carlos Pereira de Castro, a knight of the 
order of Santiago and chief council officer of Valladolid. A conflict of interest opposing the two 
Genoese bankers to the victim’s father, himself in charge of the ordinary and extraordinary treasury 
of the said city of Valladolid, may lie at the origin of this crime. Influential as they were at the court, 
however, Grillo and Lomelin managed to bail themselves out of this thorny issue simply by 
compensating don Carlos’ father with some six thousand silver ducats (Sanz Aya n 1988:317). As 
this gruesome episode clearly suggests, Domingo Grillo may not only have been quick in 
unsheathing his sword to settle any sort of disagreement; he, above all, certainly knew quite well 
that any human life was merchandise that could easily be negotiated for the only benefit of his daring 
trade.     
 It is no wonder that, as count Borromeo knew better than anyone else, Clelia Grillo had a 
strong taste for provocation: cynicism may have run through her veins as it ran through those of her 
granduncle Domingo and her uncle Francesco, who gradually took over the control of the Grillo 
business house in the last decades of the 1600s. While don Domingo, already in his later years, 
dedicated his energy to triumph at the juridical tug of wars he had been stuck in with the Royal 
Treasury Council since the winding up of his slave trading contract, Francesco Grillo da Mari was 
on his way to becoming one of the most active creditors of the Spanish crown under the kingship of 
Charles II. From 1675 through 1691, Domingo Grillo’s nephew negotiated a large number of 
asiento contracts with the Treasury Council, taking on an important number of fund loans and 
transfers to Palermo, Amsterdam, Antwerp, Milan, or to wherever military conflicts arose, such as 





over the Spanish financial system he did not even bother to cover up the fraudulent transactions he 
regularly carried out to the detriment of the royal assets. When, in 1691, one of his illegal money 
exports to Italy was denounced and frustrated by royal authorities, he confessed his unlawful 
operation with brazen assurance, requesting the royal treasury to return him the money that had 
been retained, simply because it was far from being the first time he participated in prohibited 
dealings (Sanz Ayá n 1988:319-20).  
 The truth is that, at that point, public opinion was no more a source of concern for the 
House of Grillo than was the juridical cost of having infringed the fiscal laws of Spain. Twenty years 
after the Planet King had made him the greatest slave trader in the Spanish Empire, Domingo Grillo 
finally obtained what he had come to get: he triumphantly crossed the gap that, in spite of his 
fortune, had kept him on the side of ordinary people when, on April 25, 1683, Charles II, the 
Bewitched, bestowed upon him the title of First Marquis of Clarafuente. Further, although historical 
literature provides conflictive and inaccurate information on the subject, it was neither through don 
Domingo nor through don Francesco that the House of Grillo would attain its highest grade in the 
Iberian nobility ranking. It was don Marcantonio, our donna Clelia’s father who, in 1691, acquired 
an extra dignity for his lineage for the modest price of 300.000 ducats51 . From then on, along with 
the marquisate of Clarafuente, the elder sons of the House of Grillo would hold the rights and 
privileges reserved to the Grandees of Spain. Wasn’t that, after all, well worthy of the House of the 
Borromeo?  
 Looking back on the rather obscure life-story of Domingo Grillo, one cannot help but bring 
up the question of to what extent his successful trajectory actually represents that of many other 
foreign merchant-bankers who strove to prove their keen sense of business at the court of Spain. 
                                                





Who were in fact those men who were no less bourgeois than a plain potter under the eye of law, 
and who, however, lived the lives of princes and often owned as much, or even more than them? 
There was, as Sanz Ayán argues (1988:466), no particular class-consciousness amongst Domingo 
Grillo’s capitalist peers; rather, the life-style of these baroque businessmen undoubtedly challenged 
the theoretical incompatibility existing between the perpetuation of an aristocratic social order and 
the flourishing of commercial, manufacturing, and financial activities in the early modern world. 
  As rigid and stifling as it was in terms of court etiquette and personal behavior (Skrine 
1978:12), the time of the Habsburgs in Spain was also a moment of increasing social elasticity 
allowing the top layers of merchant bourgeoisie to blend into the ranks of Iberian nobility. Under 
the reign of Philip IV, in particular, the position of the Count-Duke of Olivares was to promote the 
commitment of nobles to commercial and financial activities, insofar as the amassing of economic 
capital through international commerce or asiento contracts of any kind was not considered to be a 
vile trade (Sanz Ayán 1988:452). To the traditional distinctions of nobles of the sword, and nobles 
of the gown, particularly well established within the context of the French Old Regime, one may 
want to add the category of the nobles of the cash, mostly made of Italian subjects like Domingo 
Grillo who knew well how to manipulate the strings of power at the Spanish court.   
 As traditional financial systems crumbled towards the end of the 17th century, the 
monopolization of financial transactions activities of a debilitated monarchy stopped being a 
profitable enough activity for many bankers; the financial hub of the world seemed to have left 
Seville, Cadiz, and Madrid for ever installing itself in Amsterdam, and London by the turn of the 
18th century. In this unfavorable situation, some foreign businessmen sought to occupy strategic slots 
in public administration so as to try to influence the taking of political and economic decisions of 





public offices to non-Castilians: ennoblement, then, seemed to be the only way to continue making 
profit of the financial doldrums for those Genoese who could afford it (Sanz Ayán 1988:477). The 
case of the House of Grillo is, according to Sanz Ayán, quite diagnostic of the tendency of Genoese 
bankers to completely forsake financial activities after their conquering of a creditable noble status: 
once don Domingo was conferred the title of the Marquisate of Clarafuente, the Grillos shrank their 
financial portfolio in at least 50%; their rise to the level of Grandees of Spain rang the death knell of 
their deals with the rulers of an Empire that had already entered a period of frank decline (Sanz 
Ayán 1988:460). Genoese patricians did not constitute the embryo of a new social order, but rather 
invested themselves as an instrument to perpetuate the oppressing inequalities of the Ancien 
Régime.    
 In barely forty years, Domingo Grillo and his heirs had sucked more economic and social 
capital than they could have dreamt of out of a politically weakened Spain that all the gold and 
silver from the New World had not sufficed to track on the road of prosperity. Yet the Grillos 
trajectory was marked by treacherous and obscene practices, and their loyalty to the land that had 
made their fortune may be seriously questioned. One may feel tempted to believe in celestial justice 
as one remembers that, some fifty years after don Domingo’s death, it was precisely for expressing 
her fidelity to Spain that la donna Clelia lost all her goods and chattels and was forced to flee Milan.  
 It may have been in an attempt to obliterate the traces of his Machiavellian enterprise that 
Domingo Grillo kept such a prudent distance from the ink of the archive. Yet, as archaeologists well 
know, material traces of social lives can be persistent and manifest themselves in the least expected 
settings. Having constructed an appropriate context in which to analyze the psyche of don 
Domingo, it is now time to bring out into the light the most surprising evidence of our master 





for the most blatant humiliation he must have suffered at the court of Spain. In the next chapter, we 
will continue with the voyage in time and space that we started in the Beautiful Island of the 
Borromeo, heading right into Domingo Grillo’s dwelling place to travel through his object world, as 
it was described in a 1668 general seizure act ordered by Grillo’s opponents at the Royal Council of 
the Indies. As we shall see, this inventory constitutes a poignant object lesson, a luxurious reification 




















Chapter 5.  
 
The Slaver’s Den 
 
 
In the morning of June 19th, 1668, Andrés Trigoso and José Antonio Cruzat, the sheriff and 
usher of the Royal Council of the Indies arrived at the door of don Domingo Grillo’s residence in 
Madrid. They were accompanied by the high scribe of the Council, and well escorted by a squad of 
guards who left little doubt on the somber nature of the visit they were about to pay to the man 
controlling the Atlantic slave trade of behalf of the King of Spain52 . As unusual as this scene may 
have seemed to the noisy crowd milling about the Calle de Alcalá, one of the busiest streets in the 
capital city of the Spanish Habsburgs, these government officials were certainly expected at the 
Grillo mansion. In the best tradition that had made the fame and fortune of his Genoese banking 
linage (Doria 1986; see chapter 4), don Domingo knew that it was vital to remain informed of any 
political or economic movement that could, in one way or another, compromise the thriving of his 
daring commerce in human beings. The undercover agents and informants he was likely to have 
placed everywhere at the royal court of Spain would not have failed to notify their master, well 
ahead of time, that the Council of the Indies was to issue a seizure order against him, as the chief 
administrator of the most ambitious slave trading Asiento that had ever been established in Spain. 
The notice of an imminent execution on his personal estate, however, possibly came as no surprise 
to don Domingo, since, by the summer 1668, his company’s obligations to the Royal Treasury 
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amounted to more than 1,350.000 pesos, for virtually all the payments the Grillos owed to the 
Spanish crown in virtue of their 1663 treaty had still to be made effective (see chapter 3). The 
situation was, to say the least, uncomfortable for Domingo Grillo, as it seemed to give reason to all 
the royal ministers and councilmen who had fiercely opposed the King’s decision to establish a trade 
monopoly contract with the dubious company of Grillo and Lomelin.  
Domingo Grillo may well have anticipated the Council officials’ visit to his house, but their 
inquisitive presence into the heart of his lived space no less represented an incredible insult to a man 
of his standing (Péristiany 1966cf. ; Péristiany and Pitt-Rivers 1992; Pitt-Rivers and Peristiany 
1993). One may easily imagine how fast the scandal bubbled up and spread through the bustling 
streets of the city of Madrid as the guards of the Council of the Indies stationed themselves at the 
door of a banker to the King of Spain. The message could not have been more clear: after decades of 
a steady decline, the golden age of Genoese banking was finally coming to an end. The complex 
financial machinery that powerful families of Ligurian businessmen had skillfully erected throughout 
the 16th and early 17th centuries was showing some unmistakable signs of exhaustion, as the 
economic center of the world inexorably drifted away from the core of the Spanish Habsburgs’ 
oversized and unmanageable colonial empire (Domínguez Ortiz 1960; Sanz Ayán 1988; Alvarez 
Nogal 1997). As times were getting tougher for traditional financiers at the court of Spain, however, 
Domingo Grillo, still kept many assets up his sleeve. But while he might not have been too worried 
for the immediate future of his trade in African slaves, he could certainly not have disregarded the 
shame of being openly designated as an outstanding debtor to the Spanish crown. Indeed, in a 
baroque society in which the quintessential sense of honor was largely based on primary, visual 
perceptions (Alvarez-Ossorio Alveriño 1998), only the questioning of an hidalgo’s pureness of blood 





latter, it is worth saying, was a term that was especially powerful within the social context of either 
emerging or established businessmen, since it clearly designated the tight interdependency that, 
within the context of European early-modern regimes, existed between economic solvency and social 
rank. 
As much as he desired to shield his personal life from the political and financial pitfalls to 
which his daring trade exposed him (see chapter 4), Domingo Grillo was never entirely immune to 
the complex legal and administrative apparatus through which the Spanish monarchy intended to 
protect the interests of its colonial empire. Fiscal officials within the Council of the Indies, for 
example, were some of the fiercest enemies of Grillo and Lomelin’s slave trading agreement, and 
repeatedly requested the breaking of a commercial treaty that, according to them, had long proved 
to be detrimental to the finances of the Crown. Time after time, Grillo’s attorneys had repelled the 
attacks bursting forth from these -and other- government representatives, comfortably standing 
behind the rhetorical parapet of the 1663 Asiento. Indeed, never had Domingo Grillo allowed his 
legal and financial vulnerability emerge in such a blatant manner as when government officials 
intruded into his private lived space armed with a search warrant from the Council of the Indies. On 
that day of June 1668, if only for an instant, Grillo truly confronted a deep, unsettling attack on his 
name, honor and reputation, that, from the standpoint of the archive, curiously translates into a 
written baring of his object world. By all appearances, however, don Domingo did not waste a 
minute to set his lobbying gear back in motion, preventing the seizure procedure ordered by the 
Council of the Indies to develop further than an elementary listing of items from which individual 
appraisals are notably missing. Ultimately, far from causing the permanent suspension of Grillo and 





carried out against Domingo Grillo resulted, quite paradoxically, in a two-year extension of the 
original Asiento (see chapter 3).   
The particular circumstances explaining why and how Domingo Grillo had managed to 
eschew the honoring of his slave trading contract for so long, as well as the adroit movements he 
performed in order to ease himself out of the delicate situation in which he was bogged, less than 
five years after the initiation of the Asiento, have already been analyzed in some detail in chapter 3. 
At this point, however, I would rather like to deepen in my previous attempt to evoke Domingo 
Grillo’s private world beyond the self-contained context of his slaving company, by focusing on the 
particular episode in which, as we have just seen, the officials of the Council of the Indies were 
involved in the performance of their duty. Reported through the Council high scribe’s pen, the 
inventory of Domingo Grillo’s personal possessions represent the first act of a search-and-seizure 
procedure, a culminating point in the tense relationship Grillo had had with the most powerful 
administrative organ of the Spanish colonial empire, during –and well beyond- the term of his 
Asiento. In this chapter, I will revisit this fascinating, legally based object lesson in an effort to 
expand my understanding of a late 17th-century chief slaver’s self and, above all, to decipher the role 
that specific materialities may have had in the configuration of his secretive social life. Yet more than 
performing  a simple recitation of an itemized list of elements composing don Domingo’s assets, my 
intention here is to identify through this unique historical document what could be deemed Grillo’s 
private program of material accumulation. I argue that, when approached from a material culture 
perspective acknowledging the symbolic potency of domestic paraphernalia (Appadurai 1986 ; 
Beaudry, Cook, and Mrozowski 1991; Buchli 2002; Csikszentmihalyi 1993; Hall 1996; Miller 
1987; Miller 1998)  and the instrumental role that objects play in the weaving of social relations, 





Domingo Grillo’s household possessions may be interpreted in terms akin, for example, to those 
applied to the study of Baroque collecting practices (MacGregor 2007; Bleichmar 2008; Hooper-
Greenhill 1992). While Grillo’s  profile would hardly correspond to that of a devoted 
wunderkammer artificer, there is little doubt that all the objects he exhibited in his place of abode in 
Madrid conveyed powerful practical and symbolic messages as to the role he deliberately saw himself 
playing within the local social scene.  
In the following pages, I lead a phenomenological walk throughout the clinically laid out 
inventory that the Council of the Indies produced of Domingo Grillo’s valuables, in order to 
complete the elusive personal portrait of a man for whom, as for many other entrepreneurial minds 
actively partaking in the making of the modern world, human traffic was a perfectly honorable 
means to achieve and consolidate both rank and fortune (Thomas 1997; Pétré-Grenouilleau 1996; 
Pope-Hennessy 1968). In this document, which altogether constitutes the stem of an aborted legal 
procedure that leaves us craving for many contextual details as to the exact way private life unfolded 
within the Grillo household, don Domingo’s lived space (sensu Lefebvre 1991; cf. Soja 1996) will be 
revealed as a distinctive theatrum mundi (Pasquier 1995; Hagerman-Young and Wilks 2001; Holst 
1967; Hooper-Greenhill 1992:80) in which, as in every early modern cabinet of wonders, it may be 
difficult to distinguish between strategically situated artifacts and random series of objects surprised 
in what, to a Cartesian mind, would rather look like a bewildering, whimsical disorder (Impey and 
MacGregor 1985:3) . In that sense, what this text so magnificently evokes is a reification of what 
Foucault (1966) famously termed the episteme of the Renaissance (but see MacLean 1998), a 
complex mystical and irrational system of categorizing, understanding, and representing the ties 
bonding people and things within the context of a flawless divine creation. Ultimately, the 





interpretative frame within which the largely obfuscated materialities of the Atlantic slave trade can 
be imbued, once again, with social and historical meaning.    
 
Three stories not to hide 
 
While this is not the place to trace a detailed description of the city of Madrid in the late 
17th-century (but see Corral 2000; Escobar 2003; de Répide 2002), it might still pay off to 
commence our journey through Domingo Grillo’s object world by hypothesizing on the particular 
location of his residence on the Calle de Alcalá. It seems fair to say that, in Grillo’s days, the capital 
of the Spanish Habsburgs certainly lacked most of the Baroque brilliance one would expect to find 
hovering over an imperial court of its importance (Cohen and Szabo 2008). By and large, Madrid’s 
semblance remained fairly modest as compared to that of other kingly cities of Europe, in a period 
when spectacular architectural layouts constituted some of the most effective embodiments of the 
symbolic power upholding western absolutist regimes (Bonet Correa 1990). Yet few buildings in 
Madrid bespoke all the riches the Spanish crown had been draining out of the New World for more 
than a century, partly because, in fact, the city had had a rather short history as the political center 
of the Hispanic empire. Madrid’s frail fortifications, rebuilt by Philip IV around 1625, were, for 
example, probably more effective in generating tax income for the crown than they could ever have 
been in holding back an invading army (Gea Ortigas 1999). These walls, however, certainly fit well a 
city mostly composed of narrow, unpaved streets, rows of unpretentious façades, at best, and frankly 
miserable shanties, at worst. One of the widest avenues in Madrid, the Calle de Alcalá, was the 
official route through which the king of Spain made his royal entry in town. It was also the main way 





however, often preferred to take alternative routes to his country palace, skirting Madrid so as to 
avoid the nuisance and expenses of performing power for the populace.   
Private buildings of two floors or more were rare in Madrid, partly as a consequence of a 
royal decree commanding whoever owned a house of more than one floor to host guests at the 
service of the Spanish court. In response to this, however, many Madrilenians simply elevated the 
inner sections of their houses while keeping their facades unchanged. Royal decrees, in any case, 
were not something Domingo Grillo would fret about: as the records of the Council of the Indies 
clearly indicate, he lived in a three-story house and did not attempt to hide it. It seems reasonable to 
think, then, that a building of these proportions would not pass unnoticed, even in the relative 
opulence of the mid-17th century Calle de Alcalá, of which Antonio Joli’s celebrated veduta, although 
dating to the mid-1700s, may give a quite realistic idea (figure 6). 
 
 
Figure 6. The Calle de Alcalá, by Antonio Joli (1700-1777). Collection of the Dukes of Alba, Spain. 
 
Historical documents I have accessed within the context of this research do not indicate the 





some scant, tangential data which can be used to narrow down the sector of the avenue where the 
house may have stood. For example, on January 2, 1667, in one of his continuous legal disputes with 
the Council of the Indies, Domingo Grillo presented one of his employees, Cesar Baloco, originally 
from Vercelli, in the duchy of Milan, as a witness of his goodwill and honesty in carrying out his 
slave trading business53 . In his oath, Baloco declared that, for the time of his visit, he was living at 
the inn known as las Siete Chimenas –or the Seven Chimneys- most probably referring to a famous 
building just off the Calle de Alcalá, and one of the few architectural landmarks of 17th century 
Madrid that has been preserved up to the present (de Répide 2002). Assuming that Baloco would 
have tried to stay in the vicinity of Domingo Grillo’s headquarters, this document may help us 
delimiting the area in which the Grillo mansion was situated.  
The map of Madrid drawn in 1656 by Philip IV’s cartographer, Pedro Texeira, is yet 
another crucial document in our attempt to shape an accurate image of Domingo Grillo’s lived 
space (Gea Ortigas 1999; Ortega Vidal 2000) (figure 6). Drawn in cavalier perspective, this 
incredibly detailed map is, with no doubt, one of the richest compounds of information existing on 
Baroque Madrid. Texeira’s work presents not only a general layout of all the streets, squares and 
buildings in and around the city, but reveals, for many, the minutiae of the façades, and the 
backyards, orchards and gardens that were often hidden to the public view.  
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Figure 7. Pedro Texeira, map of Madrid (Antwerp,1656) - Detail. Ayuntamiento de Madrid, Museo Municipal 
 
Drawing on Maria Isabel Gea’s analysis of Texeira’s map (Gea Ortigas 1999), it seems 
reasonable to state that there were few buildings on the Calle de Alcalá which, by the late 1650s, 
could have corresponded to the Grillo mansion as it was unintentionally described by royal officials 
in the records of their seizure mission. Indeed, by reading between the lines of this dense historical 
text, it is possible to recreate the silhouette of Domingo Grillo’s lived space and make sense of the 
logics of its layout.  
According to their inventory, the officers of the Council of the Indies came into the Grillo 
mansion through the main gate of the building, which would have lead into a large vestibule, 
probably dividing the service wing from the residential wing located in the ground flour of the house 





vestibule, and leading itself into a lower gallery wrapped around an inner patio or garden54 . Round 
the corner of that gallery, one could access an enfilade of six different rooms and bedrooms, which 
suggests the house was made of three or four sections running around a quadrangular, open space. 
The building’s main staircase probably rose from the vestibule at the entrance, and landed into a hall 
on the first floor –to which the officials referred as cuarto principal –or main floor. Here, on what is 
described as the right-hand side of the house, one could find two independent office rooms facing a 
second, larger drawing room. This room was most probably aligned with the main façade of the 
house, and had three doors opening into an upper gallery. Apparently reproducing the model 
observed on the ground floor, an undetermined suite of rooms were set along the axis of that gallery. 
Interestingly enough, the inventory mentions the existence of one additional and relatively small 
room standing directly above the main floor of the house. It is tempting to suggest that this room 
could have corresponded to the top of a corner tower, which was a quite distinctive element in 
aristocratic houses in Baroque Madrid (Escobar 2003; Bonet Correa 1990). Finally, the Council’s 
officers reported the existence of two additional rooms on the ground floor: one was a small room 
situated next to –or under- the main staircase, while the other one was an office apparently located 
closer to the kitchen and the service areas.   
Getting back to Texeira’s map with this partly hypothetical plan of Domingo Grillo’s house 
in mind, we can focus, once again, on the portion of the Calle de Alcalá in the vicinity of the Siete 
Chimeneas, noticing that, by the end of the 17th century, large residences adorned with Italianate 
gardens were lined up on the southern part of the street (figures 7 and 8). Among these, however, 
only one presents a quadrangular layout and, interestingly enough, also a corner tower appended to 
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its façade. Therefore, it seems reasonable to think that this building, clearly represented on Texeira’s 
drawing, may be the actual mansion Domingo Grillo rented in the city of Madrid. 
 
Figure 8. Detail in Pedro Texeira's map of Madrid (1656). Adapted from Gea Ortigas (1999) 
  
Wondrous records, intimate ties 
 
Having added some considerable texture to the urban environment of Domingo Grillo’s 
lived space, mainly by the means of a candid observation of Pedro Texeira’s masterful depiction of 
Madrid in the late 1600s, it is now time to start populating the Grillo mansion with all the 
meaningful material universe framing don Domingo’s social movements in his everyday life. 
Arguably, this material universe had been accumulated following the same guidelines directing 
Grillo’s self-promoting life project, and can be analyzed as if they were to speak for the master 
slaver’s social nature, thus breaking the stubborn silence pervading his private world. In the 
Council’s seizure records, therefore, objects come to the foreground, ravishing our attention to the 





awaits us in the following pages is to restore the intimate connection existing between a chief slaver 
and the objects he desired and possessed at home.    
Quite expectedly, Domingo Grillo does not seem to have stayed at home to supervise the 
bitter humiliation that was being inflicted on him on behalf of the King, rather limiting himself to 
express some dignified cries of outrage as he protested the procedure using a strictly juridical 
language:  
… “and being present at the dwelling houses 
of Domingo Grillo, they counted on him and 
required him, both on his behalf and on that 
of the company in his charge, to free and  
disembarrass all his property for them to 
execute the said mandate, and he said 
that speaking with due respect he 
appealed the writ by which the 
seizure mandate had been dispatched, 
with the protestation of having been insulted, 
and that he had no particular property to show”55. 
Others, presumably servants with regards to whom no number or gender distinction is made, 
were therefore the ones guiding the Council inspectors through their master’s material intimacies, 
perhaps even attracting these intruders’ attention to irrelevant items and spaces in the house while 
distracting them from others, more significant ones Domingo Grillo might have been interested in 
keeping hidden and out of an official record. 
At this point, it is important to stop for a minute to briefly consider the historical nature of 
the manuscript the Council of the Indies had sent its sheriff, usher, and scribe to fabricate at 
Domingo Grillo’s house. Lists of objects, whether contained in probate records or seizure 
inventories, are, in fact, fairly common documents to find in historical archives (Beaudry 1988; Bell 
2002; Brown 1988; Izard 1997; Main 1975; Shackel 1992; Smith 1975). Colonial and early 
                                                
5555 AGI, Indiferente 2833 – “Noveno Cuadernillo - Año de 668. Autos contra la persona y vienes de Domingo 





republican testaments, for example, have become essential sources for students of the past, including 
historians, anthropologists, and archaeologists (Rojas Rabiela 1999; Rodríguez Jiménez 2002; 
Pizzigoni 2007; Gaitán Ammann 2005). Yet it seems easy to forget that, as all notarial records, these 
apparently plain texts contain not just innocuous lists and assessments of the price of objects in one 
time or another; inventories, also, must be read as conveying the changing moods of their creators, 
these often anonymous social actors that could, as well as anyone else, succumb to lassitude, and 
include or neglect particular details in the materials worlds they were describing based only on their 
personal taste and knowledge (Guajardo-Fajardo Carmona 1995; Burns 2010). Bearing this in mind 
is crucial when it comes to confront the text that the Council officials produced at the Grillo 
mansion, for it is through their eyes that we are to travel through Domingo Grillo’s lived space. 
While, all in all, this inventory very much looks like a regular seizure record that keeps track of any 
valuable item subject to confiscation, the Council officials’ text is particularly interesting in that 
each object it contains is described in situ, as a constitutive element in Domingo Grillo’s object 
world. Traveling throughout this written testimony to a room-by-room invasion, is thus an excellent 
opportunity to figure out the inherent, material logics Domingo Grillo used to populate his house 
with a particular collection of objects that, to our eyes, can characterize the Baroque not merely as a 
historical period and a decorative style (Spadaccini and Martín-Estudillo 2004:14), but, mostly, as 
an art de vivre (Aercke 1994; de la Flor 2002; Skrine 1978) from which the story of the Atlantic 









Disordered spaces, small and large 
 
As a documentary genre, the inventory of Domingo Grillo’s object world employs a rhetoric 
strangely akin to that of Baroque catalogues –the textual avatars of the bygone cabinets of wonders 
which defined Western collecting agendas at least until the 18th-century (Impey and MacGregor 
1985; Olmi 1985; Moser 2006; Hooper-Greenhill 1992). These cabinet catalogues tend to be the 
only surviving evidence we have, not only of the types of objects that could be treasured in Baroque 
collections, but also of the specific way in which these objects were arranged, as part of a complex 
series of narratives celebrating the essential, hierarchical set of relations which were then thought to 
determine the physical and spiritual order of the world (Denton 2000; Hagerman-Young and Wilks 
2001). It is, indeed, within the frame of these cabinets of wonders that objects started to be seen -
and worshiped- as powerful sources of human knowledge, a topic that has been given a great deal of 
scholarly attention in the last few decades (MacGregor 2007; Bleichmar and Mancall 2010; Stafford 
1999).   
Domingo Grillo’s lifetime corresponded to the golden age of Baroque cabinets of wonders in 
the West , and it seems reasonable to assume he was familiar with these first attempts to confine the 
substance of the world to the limits of a room –or of a house (MacGregor 2007:50; Rey-Bueno and 
López-Pérez 2008). Yet, in reality, the desire to put up and display microcosmic representations of 
the universe does not appear to have been particularly fancied in Spain, where programmed 
collectionism was never as prevalent as it was in other areas of the Western world, in particular in 
Italy, Germany, and the Netherlands (Lightbown 1985). Vicencio Juan de Lastanosa’s collection, 
housed in the remote city of Huesca (Aragon) and celebrated throughout Europe for being one of 
the most splendid display of curiosities of all times is, nonetheless, a notable exception to this norm 





significant as it was, however, Lastanosa’s project remained quite traditional in its approach to 
collecting (Cook 2008). Rather than representing an intellectual challenge to the authoritarian 
status quo generally promoted by monarchical regimes, it epitomized the moral and philosophical 
sense of this established order. Reportedly, Lastanosa took pride and pleasure in attracting the 
greatest personalities of his time to the relative isolation of his personal museum, which suggests 
that, ultimately, the raison d’être of his collection was perhaps not very different from that of the 
sumptuous, aristocratic aggregates of art formed in Spain during the same period (García Cueto 
2009; Orso 1986; Brown and Kagan 1987). While there clearly exists a conceptual difference 
between collecting for the sake of knowledge and doing it for the sake of rank, the line separating 
these two motivations is often not as clear as one would want it to be.   
This observation is, in fact, germane to our uncovering of Domingo Grillo’s private world, in 
that it forces us to interrogate, if only superficially, the ambivalent rationale underpinning the act of 
collecting: What, after all, sets apart the nature of an acknowledged, universal collector, such as 
Juan de Lastanosa, from that of a more conventional accumulator of high-status objects, such as don 
Domingo Grillo? What, for that matter, distinguishes early cabinets of wonders from more diluted 
domestic spaces, such as the Grillo mansion, where the display of symbolically laden objects could 
also have taken place?  
An obvious answer to this falsely simple question may be given in terms of the greater 
volume and specialized focus characterizing the work of an established collector, as opposed to the 
more opportunistic and disjointed practice of an amateur one. However, such a response cannot be 
satisfying, since the specialization of collections could hardly be considered a defining trait of early 
modern cabinets of wonders (Impey and MacGregor 1985:3; Bleichmar 2008:69). In fact, in 





and artificialia. Objects of the most diverse origins, either real or imagined, were thus classified and 
organized in such a way that they would not only represent, but also enhance the divine balance of 
Creation (MacGregor 2007:22; Cook 2008). Even though, by the late 17th century, encyclopedic 
approaches to the material world were gradually being fragmented into more segregating views of the 
ways in which physical phenomena were to be conceived and classified (Olmi 1985:15), natural 
specimens and art creations coexisted peacefully within Western collections up until the eve of the 
Enlightenment.  
As Eilean Hooper-Greenhill (1992) ably argues, the principles determining the classification 
systems operating in early cabinets of wonders relied on complex understandings of the physical and 
metaphysical forces ruling the comportment of the natural world. The particular order in which 
these baroque collections were arranged was supposed to be dependant and to reproduce a network 
of similitudes inherent to all things. Hidden from common eyes, these systems of similitudes could, 
nonetheless, be unraveled –a process through which all knowledge was ultimately achieved. 
Cabinets, thus, were created to be read and interpreted as cross-referencing systems of signs and 
symbols which constantly referred to the relations of resemblance present both in nature and in its 
cultural representations. Yet organizing  systems based on secret networks of resemblance were 
necessarily unstable structures, for which, even in the late 17th-century, Baroque cabinets could be 
perceived by the non-initiated as essentially –and mysteriously- disordered spaces, always reserving a 
special spot for the unexplained (Eamon 2008:132).  The magical messiness of early cabinets of 
wonders may, precisely, also camouflage collectors’ intentions, not only to know, but also to master 
both the natural and the cultural worlds. By representing the order of the cosmos at their own scale 





privileged position in society, claiming for themselves the faculty to recreate and to interpret the 
universe and, thus, investing themselves with an almost divine social aura. 
The specialization of collections is, thus, not a trait we should expect to encounter anywhere 
in the baroque world, nor should it be used as a basis on which to evaluate Domingo Grillo’s project 
as an accumulator –or collector- of materially and symbolically valuable possessions. Further, it is 
unclear how the absence of a strictly delimited space, densely populated with treasures and trifles of 
all sorts, could be used to debunk our possibility to assess don Domingo’s possessions in terms of an 
organic and meaningful encyclopedic collection. In reality, in the late 17th century, the physical 
limits of the cabinet of wonders also seem to dissolve, with collections expanding into entire lived 
spaces as they become the target –and the stage- of growingly active programs of social networking 
(García Pérez 2005; Lightbown 1985:145; García Cueto 2009; Portús Pérez 2007). While many 
early collectors, such as Lastanosa, employed the symbolic authority embodied in their collections 
to consolidate their aristocratic standing, many others used theirs as the cornerstones of their social 
mobility projects. As Muensterberger observes for the specific case of 17th century Holland, 
collectionism in Baroque Europe was a craze even modest, ascending bourgeois sectors fell victim to 
(Muensterberger 1994). The unpaired capacity of objects to define and legitimize new –or 
endangered- social ranks was something Domingo Grillo was certainly sensitive to. If the purpose of 
aristocratic collections was to represent the perfection of a world in which established nobles had 
derived their right to rule directly from the will of God, the hope of bourgeois collectors such as him 
might have been to eclipse their plebeian origins with a bedazzling, material shine that could spread 
throughout their entire lived space.  
In practice, however, aristocratic and bourgeois collections were often quite similar one to 





collections differed from more modest ones just in the volume and rarity of specimens and in the 
richness and magnificence of the display, but not in the essential “philosophical bond” underpinning 
collecting endeavors in early modern Europe. Still, if a baroque collection –conceived as a willing 
attempt to encapsulate the natural world as known, and the social universe as expected within the 
elastic framework of a domestic lived space- cannot be defined in terms of its specificity, nor in those 
of its spatiality, it seems reasonable to argue that the Grillo mansion in Madrid can, as any 
wunderkammer, be approached as an invitation to gaze at the world in a particular manner, to 
perform a culture of curiosity and wonder (Bleichmar 2008:70) in the carefully controlled 
conditions designed, in this particular case, by no one less than the chief slaver appointed by the 
king of Spain.  
As Bleichmar notes, a collection refers not only to the treasured materialities it is made of, 
but also exists in terms of the space in which these objects become constitutive elements of a 
baroque performance (Bleichmar 2008:71). Thus when valuable and symbolically significant objects 
spill over the concentrating limits of a cabinet of curiosities, their coordinated material logics may 
become particularly obscure and difficult to understand. In the following pages, however, my 
attempt will be, precisely, to build upon the metaphor of the cabinet of wonders in order to read the 
Grillo mansion as an eloquent manifestation of the Baroque spirit, as an oversized theatrum mundi in 
which Domingo Grillo confronted the material signs and symbols ruling his life project as slaver and 
as a man. 
 
A room-by-room invasion 
 
As Walter Benjamin once famously noted, the unpacking of personal collections can prompt 





(Benjamin 2007). Yet the uncovering of a private object world within the legal framework of a 
seizure act can also constitute a brusque, alienating process through which the life-long ties 
collectors establish with their collections can be brutally torn apart. The methodical detachment 
with which seizure procedures are generally recorded in text does little to dissimulate the crudeness 
of the legal act per se, and might even contribute to enhance the sheer violence underlying the 
systematic assessment of some treasured materialities that can, at the personal level, be perceived as 
potent extensions of the self (Weiner 1992; Strathern 1988; Hoskins 1998).  
When reduced to the pre-established taxonomical order typical of legal inventories, 
biographical objects (Kopytoff 1986; Gosden and Marshall 1999; Meskell 2004; Gaitán Ammann 
2005) lose a major part of their historical memory as constitutive elements of a particular life 
project. However, as it was already pointed out in previous sections, the ordered listings of bygone 
personal collections are still the main instrument we have at our disposal to approach the meaning 
of collections as structured scenarios for social life. Further, it seems reasonable to think that 
historical inventories of past collections reproduce a mental order that is contemporaneous and 
culturally compatible with that of these object worlds’ original creators (Beaudry 1988a). It is for 
this reason that, here, in order to avoid reducing the Council of the Indies’ inventory to a simple 
stream-like description of the object microcosm populating the Grillo mansion, I have chosen, when 
possible, not to construct any analytical category to approach the listing of don Domingo’s private 
universe. Rather, I have opted to rely almost entirely on the narrative sequence imposed by the 
document itself, which, for the Council representatives, seems to have represented the proper order 








Because inventories were, above all, assessments of the exchange value of a collection, it 
comes as no surprise that the officials of the Council of the Indies first cast their glance on the most 
visible, and monetary valuable items in Domingo Grillo’s house. Quite naturally, as they stepped 
into the antechamber at the entrance of the Grillo mansion, their attention was caught by a uniform 
succession of ten paintings framed in black wood frames56 . The inventory describes nine of these 
panels as países – a Spanish translation of the Italian paesi, referring itself to an unspecified category of 
landscape views (Silver 2006:xv). The presence of this kind of artwork at Domingo Grillo’s mansion 
is certainly significant. While the onset of landscape paintings in the West can be traced back down 
to the 15th century, it is in the 16th and 17th centuries that it consolidates as a particular art category, 
which could express itself in many different ways according to the personal styles imposed by a 
number of innovative artists like Bosch, Bruegel or Rubens, to quote only some of those whose long-
lasting influence on western art is still patent today (de Jonckheere 1996). Substantially different 
from portraits and biblical scenes, which had constituted the substance of aristocratic collections 
since the Renaissance (de Jonckheere 1996:143), landscape paintings came to be especially praised 
in urban settings where wealthy and successful bourgeoisies used them to decorate their cabinets and 
galleries. These emerging and economically dynamic sectors, clearly related to Genoese banking 
aristocracies, were eager art collectors and patrons, seemingly responsible for the development of an 
industry of genre painting in Flanders by the turn of the 17th century.  As Dutch poet Joost Van den 
Vondel, roughly a contemporary of  Domingo Grillo manifested when assessing the taste of the 
bourgeois for landscapes: 
                                                
56 All of these paintings measured 2 x 1 ¼ varas. In Castile, the vara was a customary unit of length roughly 
equivalent to the English yard, and equivalent to 0.8359 meters (see Instituto Geográfico Estadístico 1886). 






“In the peace and quiet of his home…. He can enjoy himself among the castles, 
towns and estates, and see cattle, cows, villages, and towns; oaks, fields, hedges and fences; 
springs and waterfalls –all in his own room”. (as quoted in Silver 2006:26) 
  
Yet the landscape, in particular from the Italian, French, and presumably also Spanish 
perspectives, was long considered inferior to sacred history as an inspiration motif. As a matter of 
fact, it was only gradually and through biblical themes that landscape painting developed into a 
genre of its own as, in Silver’s words (2006:xvi), the paintings of saints in landscapes eventually 
became images of landscapes with saints.  
Genre paintings, however, were never deprived of symbolic or allegorical meanings, even if 
the codes giving access to their interpretations have been largely lost in time. In any case, the 
inspectors of the Council of the Indies would either not hold the clues to interpret the occult 
message in Domingo Grillo’s collection of landscapes, or would not deem it important to refer to 
them in detail since, as valuable and relevant as they may have been for Grillo, these paintings would 
have still been regarded as an expression of low art. In contrast, the tenth panel in don Domingo’s 
antechamber represented a biblical scene which the inspectors of the Council immediately set apart 
from the others, perhaps not quite realizing why it could have been important in the mindset of a 
Genoese. This painting portrayed Saint John the Baptist, the patron saint of the most serene 
Republic don Domingo Grillo came from, and might have been hanging in the room as an 
acknowledgment of his kin, cunningly disguised as a public recognition of his faith.  
The only other object the officials considered of some interest in this first room was a stone-
top bufete – a typically baroque center or side table that, if we are to rely on Covarrubias’ definition 
(Covarrubias Orozco 1995 [1611]), was a relatively novel addition to the Spanish domestic 





or more planks laid on crude trestles or central-footed posts, and was still quite common across 
Christian Europe (Burr 1941:49). Bufetes, instead, were made of a smaller one-piece top, usually 
undecorated and supported by either lyre-scrolled trestles or splayed legs braced with wrought iron 
stretchers. The most interesting and distinctively Spanish feature of these tables, however, was that 
their tops and trestles were hinged or mortised together in a way allowing legs to be removed or 
folded under the top-piece. Bufetes, thus, retained the collapsible character of their Gothic ancestors; 
they were easy to move, and could be assembled with other similar pieces in order to create 
extensive dining tables (figure 9).  
 
The hall of mirrors 
 
From the first antechamber in the Grillo mansion, the Council officials moved into a larger 
room, they refer to in their document as the cuadra segunda, or second room. Whereas the use that 
was given to the term cuadra may have been quite inconsistent in the Spanish Golden Age, 
Covarrubias defines it as a spacious room further inside the house than the sala – or great hall. This 
definition only weakly fits the case of the Grillo mansion, for the little furnishing of the first 
antechamber would have hardly corresponded to that of a great hall. In fact, as we shall see, the 
cuadra segunda actually seems to have functioned as a large space used as the main meeting and 








Figure 9. Bufete. Courtesy of the Casa Hispánica – the Hispanic Institute at Columbia University, New York. 
 
The Council inspectors may well have stared in awe as they entered this second room, for it 
was populated with six of the largest mirrors available in the early modern world. Rare and 
exceedingly precious, mirrors were, in Grillo’s times, far from being the commonplace, everyday 
artifact they have become today (Melchior-Bonnet 2000; Sennequier, Ickowicz, and Zapata-Aubé 
2000; Roche, Courage, and Devinoy 1985). So exceptional was the social nature of looking-glasses 
in the baroque era that it is well worth spending some time illuminating the multiple roles mirrors 
could have played in our chief slaver’s home.   
As Sabine Melchior-Bonnet ably posits (2001:2-3), one cannot stress enough the enormous 
impact that the gradual introduction of flat looking-glasses in western households had on early 
modern sensitivities. Stone and polished metal mirrors had been known and used throughout the 
world since Antiquity, responding to people’s intimate need to reveal their psyche through their 
physical reflection. The mirror was, thus, the material channel through which individuals could take 





estranged, intangible illusion (Melchior-Bonnet 2000:135). However, precisely because of the 
virtual nature of reflection, the bond that Westerners tied to their reflected self was generally 
considered unstable, dubious and misleading. In the Middle Ages, in particular, the mirror was thus 
surrounded by a magical and potentially harmful aura that was enhanced by the deforming nature of 
early, convex looking-glasses (Melchior-Bonnet 2001:156). However, it was through such spherical 
mirrors, often no larger than a saucer that, for the fist time, Western artists openly claimed their role 
as partakers in social life, subordinating the eye of the viewers to their particular perspective of the 
world (Foucault 1966). 
It was not until the Renaissance that European glassmakers mastered new techniques to 
produce larger panes of flat glass that could be used to fabricate larger mirrors. Brought close to 
perfection by the skilful glassblowers of Murano, the flat looking glass contributed to a drastic 
change in the epistemology of reflection (Melchior-Bonnet 2001:131). Yet, by plagiarizing the 
tangible world, yielding an apparently faithful image of reality, flat mirrors allowed Westerners to 
take one step further in the shaping of their subjectivities. Further, early modern looking glasses 
signified a new challenge to the concept of representation, mimesis, and knowledge, and played a 
determinant role in the understanding of reality as something which could be tamed and 
manipulated at will.  
In Domingo Grillo’s days, however, the optical phenomenon of reflection had not yet been 
rationalized and, thus, still belonged to the realm of enchantment. But it was in this state of 
coexistence of rational thinking and medieval lore that reflection started to play a determinant role 
in the shaping of early modern social life. Mirrors became, in the 1600s, incomparable socializing 
and civilizing instruments, luxurious rehearsal grounds on which the baroque social spectacle could 





coordinate emotions and sensations, training themselves on how to dominate the power of 
appearance. As Baltasar Gracián, a close friend of Lastanosa’s stated in one of his provocative 
maxims illustrating the baroque mindset: 
 
“Things pass not for what they really are but for what they seem to be. To know 
how to do and to know how to show it is a double knowledge. What is not seen is as if it 
had no Being. Reason itself loses its authority when it appears not to be so”(Gracián y 
Morales, 1637)57 . 
 
 Domingo Grillo, thus, lived in a narcissistic social world, one in which natural reason was 
gradually being replaced by a rationale of performance which granted people the possibility to create 
and control powerful social holograms of themselves. This social transformation, however, often 
took the form of a blinding masquerade. The baroque individual fancied disguises more than 
revelations, adorned replicas rather than bare selves. As an object, thus, the mirror had an unpaired 
capacity to encapsulate power, though, as Foucault once noted in referring to the Baroque world, it 
did not do so through violence and coercion but, rather, through seduction and enchantment 
(Spadaccini and Martín-Estudillo 2004:30). Mirrors, then, were embodiments of what Bataille 
(1970) defined as mouvement communiels, bright, framed spaces of socialization within which 
baroque individuals could celebrate their visual correspondence to a well-defined social model –that 
of the honnête-homme (Melchior-Bonnet 2001:133). 
A keen Genoese banker in the flesh, Domingo Grillo had learnt to behave as a man of his 
time, bowing to the constraints of baroque etiquette in order to secure his journey towards success. 
But in the spectacular kaleidoscope (Bleichmar 2008:64) of his by no means humble hall of mirrors, 
                                                
57 From Baltasar Gracián y Morales’s “Oráculo manual y arte de prudencia – Para guiar al que se embarca en el 
camino peligroso de la vida en sociedad”, maxim nº130 (1995 [1637]). My translation, although this classic work 






we cannot fail to see the Janus-faced nature of an individual both bound to the making of a perfect 
image of body, and yet striving to keep some of his true self inaccessible to the outer world. In 
baroque society, however, the self needed a visual echo to exist, trapping Domingo Grillo in the 
dialectics of being and seeming. 
While we ignore how, or in which circumstances some of the socialites in the city of Madrid 
would have been invited to trespass into the Grillo’s specular, social stage, Domingo Grillo’s guests 
would have been, no doubt, impressed by its powerful visual nature. Through an extensive study of 
the availability of mirrors in 17th century France, Melchior-Bonnet (2001:26) finds compelling 
evidence of their rarity in the late Renaissance Paris. Interestingly enough, while mirrors were 
certainly more common in high-income households than amongst the working classes, French 
aristocrats were not always the ones displaying the greatest number of them at home. As a matter of 
fact, those owning more mirrors in France at the peak of the Ancien Régime seemed to have been 
nobles of the robe, high officials and rich bourgeois, ascending social sectors in willing to invest in 
items of distinction.  
In 17th-c Madrid, mirrors were probably at least as rare and expensive as they were in Paris. 
In the first half of the century, a first-tier noble statesman such as Fernando Enríquez Afán de 
Ribera, first duke of Alcalá, a renowned collector and patron of the arts who amassed one of the 
finest collections of paintings of his time throughout his career as an ambassador to the Holy See 
and viceroy of Naples, owned six mirrors, only two of which may have been flat looking glasses, 
some of the others being a small globular mirror and even a reputedly magical mirror (Brown and 
Kagan 1987). In 1677, in the inventory that was made of the property confiscated from don 
Fernando de Valenzuela, the disgraced royal favorite and minister to queen regent Mariana, and who 





listed, although only four were as large as the ones that Domingo Grillo owned a decade before58 . In 
contrast, as mentioned before, each one of the six mirrors hung in the great hall of the Grillo 
mansion was as large as the technical knowledge in the 17th century glassmaking industry allowed 
them to be, this is, 1 ¼ varas or about 1m in width (Melchior-Bonnet 2001:30).  
Most visitors to the Grillo mansion would have simply enjoyed don Domingo’s hall of 
mirrors, dazzled by the magic of reflection without too many philosophical or metaphysical 
consideration about the nature of resemblance. Those thoughts, in practice, remained the territory 
of savants and intellectuals.  In practice, too, mirrors played an important part in the shaping of the 
baroque domestic space, acting like framed jewels that, by multiplying the dim and sensual dancing 
light of candles, lit up dark rooms and created an illusion of density and volume which was essential 
to the baroque aesthetics. Mirrors were also important architectural components (Morley 
1999:139). Even in daytime, mirrors could be placed opposite windows, reflecting the outside 
landscape to create a framed, indoor simulacra of nature to which baroque society was especially 
sensitive.   
 
The Spanish writing desk 
 
Mirrors were, of course, not the only objectifications of power and authority present in the 
great hall of the Grillo mansion. Quite predictably, for a financial politician like Domingo Grillo, 
often vexed by his foreign origins in the traditionally xenophobic court of Madrid, this would have 
been the right space to flaunt an unreserved allegiance to the Spanish crown. Both illumined by and 
multiplied through the glittering enchantment of reflective crystals, half-body portraits of the late 
                                                
58 See Colección de documentos inéditos para la historia de España, Vol. LXVII. Marqués de la Fuensanta del Valle 





King and Queen regent of Spain acted as orthodox signifiers of don Domingo’s commitment to the 
Spanish Habsburgs. In an almost theatrical sign of deference, the officials of the Council of the 
Indies used an evocative detour to refer to the mimesis of late Philip IV and to Queen Mariana. In 
an apparently well-rehearsed incantation, so typical of notarial, written language, the portraits in 
Domingo Grillo’s hall of mirrors would become those of “our King who is in Heavens and the 
Queen our Lady”.   
These kingly portraits would have held court upon a number of writing cabinets, a most 
unique type of furniture which may be considered an archetype of the development of decorative 
arts in 17th-century Spain (Burr 1941; Oates 1981; Ciechanowiecki 1965). Ever since the baroque 
age, richly decorated writing cabinets, first simply designated as escritorios and later referred to as 
vargueños under the impulse of Juan Facundo Riaño (1872) have been deemed the greatest 
exponents of a Spanish distinctive style merging sturdy elements of clear European tradition with 
intricate veneered decorations of Mudéjar influence. Eloquently described by Burr (1941:35) as a 
“an outgrowth of the hutch or the treasure chest”, the Spanish writing desk, usually sober and 
unpretentious on its exterior, was characterized by a drop-leaf front which could be opened to reveal 
a number of small –yet sumptuously decorated drawers or cupboards.  When the coffered fall-front 
was released, it rested on pull-out supports and could thus be used as a writing surface, which 






Figure 10. Vargueño. Courtesy of the Casa Hispánica – the Hispanic Institute at Columbia University, New York. 
 
Originally designed to be a mobile artifact in which small valuables could be transported 
(Oates 1981:73), escritorios were typically endowed with sturdy, wrought iron handles on their 
lateral sides, and rested on independent trestle stands or bufetes which placed them at a convenient 
height for everyone to appreciate them. In 17th-century Spain, the popularity of writing cabinets was 
enormous and, as Burr notes (1941:46) on the base of their almost ubiquitous mention on 
testaments and inventories of the period, anyone with some pretension to wealth or social 
distinction must have owned at least one of such portable devices. This statement should however 
not downplay the relevance that Spanish cabinets had in the baroque object universe, their sensuous 
resonance with the late Renaissance material rhetoric indulging into meaningful excess (Aercke 
1994:2). Much like the facades in baroque Madrid, escritorios had the “a simplicity, rigid 
rectangularity, and austere dignity” (Burr 1941:45-46) that set them apart from more refined and 





be truly wonderful, almost architectural, fabrications conjugating precious wood, stone, bone, ivory 
and metal into a secretive symphony of colors and textures (figure 11).  
The opening of Spanish cabinets was thus an intrinsically theatrical performance, through 
which spectators, subjugated by the compelling layout of a compartmentalized, self-contained 
microcosm, called for a particular ordering of the world. In that sense, escritorios were condensed 
versions of the baroque wunderkammers, encapsulated fields of enchantment that had the potential 
to replicate, at a smaller, more intimate scale, the courteous object lessons Domingo Grillo bowed 
to on his daring journey towards social success.   
There were no less than six of such writing desks on display in the great hall of don 
Domingo’s mansion, which, in a somewhat anachronistic expression of binary symmetry recalling 
more the controlled, balanced order of the Renaissance than the organic explosiveness of the 
Baroque (Darst 1983:74), were arranged in three sets of identical pairs. First, the Council 
inspectors’ attention was captured by two ebony cabinets, mounted in silver and flanked with four 
silver lions, each one standing on a trestle table or bufete made of the same materials. Both of these 
cabinets contained an unspecified number of drawers, some of which were locked and subsequently 
opened on the inspectors’ request. Oddly enough, this first set of escritorios was found to be 







Figure 11. Vargueño (detail). Courtesy of the Casa Hispánica – the Hispanic Institute at Columbia University, New York. 
 
The Council’s officials went on to list a second set of cabinets, which they described as 
having nacre inlays and ormolu bronze frames. Each of the pieces had ten drawers disposed around a 
small, central cupboard, and was flanked with a set of four dragons; they rested on two, pine 
matching trestles tables with sculpted legs. Finally, the third pair of cabinets, the largest of all, were 
also made of ebony and stood on matching trestles of the same wood. They were decorated with six, 
unspecified bronze figures and had ten drawers, too.  
Time after time, the sheriff, usher, and scribe of the Council methodically visited every 
drawer in the cabinet, listing all of their finds in the same order in which they unlocked them. Items 
of all sorts could be found in the second pair of cabinets, ranging from stockings and lace to crystal 





distant lands they came from. The unpacking of Domingo Grillo’s intimate treasures resonates well 
with the description of baroque cabinets of wonders, in that it sensuously describes a congregation 
of objects celebrating the nascence of the modern world, the redefining of geographical and bodily 
frontiers and the creation of spectacular avatars of social rank. Once again, the striking disorder in 
which these objects are described may only exist for modern minds nurtured in Cartesian tradition. 
In fact, this “disorder” may rather be speaking of an inscrutable order of promiscuous fragrances and 
stale tastes in which pots could be eaten (Rovira and Gaitán Ammann 2010) and chocolate was 
worth gold (Norton 2008), while the earnings of the slave trade could be collected with impeccable 
white gloves.  
 
A noticeable craving for gloves 
 
In his first set of cabinets, don Domingo kept twelve new pairs of white stockings, stored 
along with bands of black and gold lace –perhaps his personal cock-a-snook to the sumptuary laws 
that the Spanish Habsburgs had repeatedly failed to impose at the court. In fact, never had official 
restrictions on the attire of the Spanish people been so strong than under Philip IV, when a series of 
juntas de reformación encouraged by the count-duke of Olivares entirely outlawed the use of gold and 
silver not only in male and female dress, but also in any other sort of sumptuary fabrication 
(Sempere y Guarinos 1788; Kennedy 1942). In practice, of course, the impact of these laws 
remained much less than it was intended, such as Domingo Grillo’s gilded cabinets and garments 
clearly indicate. In contrast, there seems to be no specific regulation in the use of gloves at the court 
of Madrid: don Domingo owned over twelve dozens of pairs of gloves, of which three dozens were 





as symbols of aristocracy, embodiments of rank, alternatively messengers of love, desire, and honor 
or instruments of shame that inspired artists and poets throughout history (Uzanne 1883). As 
William Beck remarked in the late Victorian period, there is nothing banal or merely utilitarian in 
gloves, “there are few remains of the ceremonial of gloves, which was so elaborate and general that 
every grade of society was once in some measure under its rule” (Beck 1969 [1883]:x-xi).  
This is, however, not the place to present a detailed review of the complex protocol 
underpinning the use and exhibition of gloves in the Ancien Régime. It would seem, however, remiss 
not to comment on the extraordinary number of gloves don Domingo owned. By the mid 17th-
century, both male and female gloves were perfumed; while the finest leather available in Europe 
usually came from Spain, the smell of Spanish gloves was sometimes deemed too strong. The gloves 
of Rome, in contrast, had such a sweet scent that even poets would dedicate verses to their 
fragrance:   
 
“…Nor all what Arabia possesses in scent 
Can smell any sweeter than the said gloves of Rome.” 
(Jean Godard – Le gan (1855 [1588]) my translation) 
  
Gloves from Rome or from elsewhere, were thus traveling objects of prestige that melted in the 
baroque mise-en-scène in a thick cloud of evocative odors. As an early modern proverb puts it, not 
without an ironical touch, it took three rounds of contributions from three different realms for a 
glove to be at its best: Spain would tan the skin and make it supple; France would cut it and 
England would saw it (Uzanne 1883:86). This proverb may well be inaccurate, it represents well the 
cosmopolitan nature of these modern objects of refinement, mobile, inescapable reifications of 
power. After a closer look, gloves married quite well with other insignias of baroque etiquette, at a 





inspectors of the Council of the Indies would, presumably, have found it just natural to see them in 
the space of Domingo Grillo’s theatrum mundi along with several, multicolored cologne bottles and 
chiseled silver perfume flasks.  
 
The tastes of the world  
 
Many other drawers in Grillo’s casketed microcosm contained other sorts of treats for the 
senses that could, nonetheless, be equally powerful catalysts of distinction, for Domingo Grillo also 
collected the delicate savors of both the Old and the New World alike. Through handfuls of 
Persian, sugared pistachios and candied plums from his Genoese homeland, Grillo could bite the 
savors of the modern world. Through the precious American water-cooling pots he owned, Grillo 
could also sip water flavored by the unique fragrance of red Chilean clays (Rovira and Gaitán 
Ammann 2010; Seseña 1991). But above all these candies, don Domingo would have treasured his 
reserves of the bitter-sweet elixir of the Aztecs that had been so fast in ravishing the Spanish palate, 
thanks to its invigorating properties and novel taste. Whereas it would be quite an exaggeration to 
state that, in early modern times, cacao and its derivates were worth their weight in silver in Europe, 
Oaxaca powder or chocolate bricks were still some of the most valued American delicacies flooding 
the European markets with their rich, overwhelming aromas (Foster and Cordell 1992; Clarence-
Smith 2000; Coe and Coe 2007; Cox 1993; Young 1994). Like so many other products of the 
Indies, chocolate was coveted both for its alleged medical properties and for its provoking, gustative 
nature that would revolutionize the culinary traditions of Spain, first, and travel from there to the 





A pound of chocolate may have well been worth almost twenty loaves of bread in the late 
17th-century Spain, it was no less avidly fancied by all sectors of local, urban society, as suggested by 
the literature of the Spanish Golden Age. Yet as any other product imported from the New World, 
chocolate was an incredibly enticing way to sweeten distinction, exclusion and the social segregation 
that came along with the European consumption of slave-grown colonial crops. Despite –or rather, 
because of this, the preparation of chocolate in baroque times may have been as ritually laden as it 
was in the land of the Aztecs (Dakin and Wichmann 2000; McNeil 2006) for, if deprived from any 
spiritual meaning, it involved the use of a whole new gamut of specialized, costly material culture –
the most elementary way to transform a gift of nature from faraway lands into a potent embodiment 
of class. Indeed, in baroque Spain, the ritual of chocolate-drinking was strongly associated with 
silver bowls referred to as tembladeras, (Puerta Rosell 1994:307)  and Chinese porcelain jícaras or 
chocolate pots, specifically commissioned for the Iberian market (Medley 1976; Shulsky 2001; 
Volker 1954; Jörg and van Campen 1997; Sánchez-Lafuente Gémar 2007).    
 
A shield of ink and paper 
 
There would, indeed, seem to be little space for the rhetoric of human traffic in this 
sensuous universe, made of palatable rarities and odorous icons of status. And yet, it was presumably 
with little wonder that, squeezed between a curiously empty drawer and a compartment brimmed 
with bundles of gloves, Andrés Trigoso and José Antonio Cruzat came across a wad of unspecified 
printed documents relative to the Asiento. It was, again, through a symbolic shield made of ink and 
paper that Domingo Grillo acknowledged the complicated nature of the daring trade on which he 





the dehumanizing terms of the traffic warranting the social and economic order of the modern world 
were obfuscated by the bitter-sweet taste of Mexican chocolate and the soft touch of perfumed 
Roman leather. The uniquely carved surface of Grillo’s precious desks allowed for the essence of 
colonial encounters to be distilled in an immediate, voluptuous and overwhelming amalgam of 
bodily perceptions that efficiently masked the complex set of social and cultural frictions in which 
they were embedded.   
Among the massive amounts of paperwork compiled during the time of Grillo and Lomelin’s 
Asiento, very few documents were issued in printed format, a variant normally reserved to papers of 
the greatest relevance, such as copies of the original Asiento contract and its 1668 amendment (see 
chapter 3). Even though the Council officials do not specify the content of this particular text, its 
uncommon, standardized material nature ascertained the first-tier importance  of the message it 
conveyed and could therefore justify its bewildering presence among Domingo Grillo’s exotic 
valuables. Perhaps more than any other sort of written text, printed documents of the Asiento were 
powerful entities destined to circulation and spanning well beyond the Spanish empire, as it was 
discussed in previous chapters. Printed documents were precious in that they reified and publicized 
the exact terms of Grillo’s ascent to the highest spheres of Spanish monarchy, but could also capture 
and disseminate those of his imminent discredit. Clearly, these were personal collectibles, objects of 
display that ought to be treasured and controlled for, just like mirrors and gloves, they could be used 








The magic of the queen of stones 
 
Social frictions, however, were not only present in Domingo Grillo’s microcosm under a 
coded, textual guise. Detested throughout the Spanish empire for holding the most begrudged trade 
of his time, Grillo had accommodated to living under the gloom of resentment. In his luminous 
theatrum mundi, however, there was probably little space to deal with the hatred of the African 
chattel that the Asiento’s vessels circulated through the Caribbean and who were certainly more 
preoccupied in surviving their horrendous passage into the New World than to curse, one by one, 
the many masterminds who transiently set the rules of human traffic in the modern world. In 
contrast, the malevolence of the powerful may have seemed a more plausible risk for someone so 
closely enmeshed in the political intrigues of the court of Madrid. It was perhaps for his own sake, 
but also as an unmistakable mark of status that, in one of the drawers of his collection, Domingo 
Grillo kept powerful bezoars – without any doubt some of the most fabulous elements in the 
Baroque pharmacopoeia (Eggleston 1899; Holmes 1934; Thorndike 1953; Brightwen 1893).  
While rare minerals were almost indispensable components of any early modern cabinet of 
wonders, bezoar stones had been considered incredibly valuable possessions in the West since at 
least the 1580s (Brightwen 1893:50). The fame of bezoars, actually consisting in mineral 
concretions occasionally found in the stomach of wild goats, dear, and ruminants in general, came 
hand in hand with the growing popularity of criminal poisoning among European elites of the 16th 
and 17th centuries, since they were considered to be effective remedies against almost any kind of 
poison. By extension, all sorts of curative and apotropaic properties were attributed to bezoars and, 





components of longevity potions (Thorndike 1953:698). Bezoars imported from Persia –or Oriental 
Bezoars-  were the most esteemed of these mineral concretions, which could also be collected in 
Chili and Peru. Bezoar stones could be set in hoops of precious metal, thus becoming precious 
jewels which could be dipped in potentially poisoned beverages in order to neutralize their harmful 
properties. Bernegales - gold or silver drinking bowls typical of 17th–century Spanish dinnerware- 
often came with a hollow space at the bottom, specifically made to hold bezoars in place while the 
bowl was in use (Sánchez-Lafuente Gémar 2007:226) (figure 12). 
 
Figure 12. Bernegal and salver. Andalusia. First quarter of the 17th century. Iglesia parroquial de San Dionisio, Jeréz de la 
Frontera (Spain). In: R. Sánchez-Lafuente (ed.) El Fulgor de la Plata (2007). 
 
As much as the marvelous properties of these stones was trusted in early modern Europe, 
they no less remained quite exclusive items to own due to their rarity and cost. As John Tanner 
warned the readers of his popular medical treatise in the late 1650s, bezoar powder was to be taken 
in moderation for the treatment of fevers and other debilitating diseases, for if it was used in excess 
the patient’s purse would soon complain (Tanner 1667). The extravagant price of bezoar stones was 





have been considered as efficacious as that of the agarwood chaplet with which they shared a drawer 
in the mansion of the Genoese slave trader. 
 
More American scents 
 
The content of the third set of cabinets the Council’s officials visited in Domingo Grillo’s 
house was, in many aspects, similar to that found in the second one. Thirty pairs of gloves of Rome 
were found in the drawers of these writing desks, along with six other pairs made of ordinary, dog 
skin. The Council officials also reported the finding of other pieces of amber-scented leatherwork, 
such as three pairs of women’s gloves and three kidskin pillow covers. Yet interestingly enough, in 
this group of somewhat larger ebony cabinets on stand, American novelties seemed to take the upper 
hand over other precious and perfumed fabrications. Here again, the sheriff and usher of the Council 
of the Indies unpacked some silver-mounted water-cooling búcaros from the New World (Rovira 
and Gaitán Ammann 2010), going as far as identifying some pieces as Panamanian (see chapter 7) 
(figure 13). Further, the officials estimated there were nearly forty pounds of chocolate in bricks and 
loaves in these escritorios, in the quite logical company of a silver tembladera weighing nearly two 
marks (i.e. about 16 ounces). The unique smell of cacao may have, however, been masked here by 
the powerful emanations of a few chunks of gum benjamin, or by those scents escaping from several 
flasks of amber, jasmine, and orange blossom pastes –all fragrant preparations having both medical 
and cosmetic uses in the 17th-century, and of which Domingo Grillo seemed to be quite fond. The 
ambivalent nature of these mixtures whose prophylactic power relied on their capacity to please the 
senses does not only echo complex bodily conceptions prevailing in the baroque era, but also 










By the mid 17th-century, the medieval chest had already lost a major part of its importance 
as an ubiquitous, multi-purpose storing device (Sarti 2002:124-128; Ciechanowiecki 1965). 
Notwithstanding, as new and increasingly specialized storing items developed and spread through 
the early modern world, chests continued to be commonly used to put away and transport elements 
of clothing. By contrast, the Spanish cabinet on stand might seem like an unusual piece of furniture 
in which to deposit clothes –in particular the cumbersome apparel typical of the Spanish baroque 
costume. Domingo Grillo, however, found that his larger escritorios were appropriate places in which 
to tuck a green camelhair doublet worked with golden thread,  a red satin combing-cloth 
embroidered with silver, twelve handkerchiefs, six pairs of cuffs, and yet another combing-cloth all 
made of fine cambric. While these fine garments were undoubtedly valuable markers of rank, it is 
still possible to speculate on the reason why they would have been treasured in the great hall of the 





banned by sumptuary laws under the Spanish Habsburgs (Deagan 2002). Their unlawful, 
unfashionable and yet valuable nature would have been a good reason to relegate them to the realm 
of wondrous curiosities. It is perhaps no coincidence that, in another drawer of Domingo Grillo’s 
last group of desks, the Council’s inspectors found fifty-eight ounces of silver ornaments, most of 
them belonging to other escritorios for, as we noted before, sumptuary laws could be applied to 
furniture too. This, however, did not necessarily imply that these objects were to be excluded from 
the universe of performance since, as a matter of fact, most objects found in Domingo Grillo’s 
cabinets inhabited both performative and contemplative grounds at once.  
 
Significant absences  
 
As in the first set of cabinets the Council’s officials had examined, clear allusions to the 
divine order of creation were, again, curiously scarce in Domingo Grillo’s third group of escritorios, as 
if he was reluctant to concede the orchestration of his private microcosm to some almighty force 
competing against his will. Catholic paraphernalia, usually pervading in every social sectors’ object 
world in early modern Spain (Deagan 2002; Portús Pérez 2007; Sánchez-Lafuente Gémar 2007; 
Arbeteta Mira 2007), is intriguingly missing among Grillo’s belongings. In don Domingo’s large 
ebony writing desks, inspectors only came across one chaplet made of small agarwood beads, and a 
gilt-bronze and crystal pax bearing an engraved image of the Immaculate Conception (de la Peña 
Velasco 2004). Although certainly quite as costly as the embroidered garments with which it shared 
its storage space, this latter object would seem even more out of place in Domingo Grillo’s great hall 
if it were to be interpreted in terms of its primary, sacred function – that of being kissed and passed 





the context of Domingo Grillo’s object world, a golden pax would have been esteemed more for its 
exchange value much more than for its liturgical meaning.     
Domingo Grillo’s hall of mirrors was thus, the place where he could display his public self 
through a quite fantastic call to the senses, a empowering, staged game of lights, savors and smells 
conceived to please and, most probably, also to enchant and to deceive. Casting an archaeological 
glance on this richly textured object lesson, one cannot help but to seek the meaning of the material 
voids revealed in the Council of the Indies’ inventory. Arguably, wondering what could have gone 
missing in the cabinets and drawers the Council’s officials found empty would be more than a mere 
quibbling over details, for Domingo Grillo certainly had many things to hide away from inspecting 
and curious eyes. Luxurious jewelry, for example, a quite portable type of item in the form of which 
personal fortunes were often amassed in early modern times (Arbeteta Mira 2007), was found 
nowhere in Grillo’s otherwise lavish cabinets, an intriguing and suspicious absence that could easily 
drag us into all kinds of suppositions.  
The Council’s officials would not leave the sparkling space of the Grillo mansion great hall 
before swiftly turning their eyes towards the center of the room, where a large, square walnut bufete 
covered with a crimson taffeta tablecloth stood. Ten studded chairs upholstered in red plush were 
also distributed around the space that, by daylight, was illuminated by five windows covered with 
striped taffeta curtains. This particular furniture combination strongly supports the idea that, 
although the baroque house did not have the rigid spatial distribution domestic spaces would 
acquire in later modern times, the great hall of Domingo Grillo’s house was used as a prime 
socializing stage where both meals and collections could be consumed and performed as potent 






The Lower Gallery  
 
Moving further into the house, the Council’s officials entered what they termed the lower 
gallery –or galería baja-, one side of which was pierced with five windows looking into the garden of 
the house. Faithful to their usual inventorying procedure, they began by itemizing the paintings they 
could see hanging from the walls. This time, quite naturally, the officials’ attention was first caught 
by an oversized representation of Saint Bartholomew. Measuring three varas in width by two varas in 
height, it was larger than most other painting in the gallery. Yet despite its great dimensions, this 
picture was the only religious image in the room, thus following the general trend towards religious 
discretion observed in previous areas of the house. Other artworks in the gallery included a series of 
seven pictures of sibyls in golden frames and, most importantly, a group of royal portraits that 
constituted a fabulous visual statements of the complex, and often conflictive network of 
transnational ententes on which Grillo’s slaving business relied.  
It is unclear in what circumstances don Domingo may have acquired two mid-body paintings 
of the King and Queen of England –which by the time of the inventory would have portrayed 
Charles II and his wife, queen Catherine of Braganza. Although not officially in war with Spain after 
the Restoration, the British empire still represented a major threat to Spanish colonial interests, as 
the tragic fate of the city of Panama would confirm a few years later. For Grillo, however, the display 
of these politically contentious pictures in the lower gallery of his Madrilenian mansion may have 
constituted an assertion of the elasticity of his commitments, of a financial cosmopolitanism that 
always found in war a most prosperous ground for dubious commercial negotiations.  
Less than two months after the signature of the treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle that put an end to 
the Franco-Spanish War of Devolution (Lynn 2002; Childs 2001), Grillo’s ambiguous network of 





infanta who had become the queen of France, which hung next to three paintings of her father, the 
late king Philip IV, and one of her first cousin –and stepmother- , queen regent Mariana. Indeed, by 
the late 17th century, in kin as much as in business, it had become increasingly complicated to 
remain loyal both to one’s blood, to one’s realm and to one’s word. Yet for a Genoese like Domingo 
Grillo, it was not hard to decide where his true loyalties lay and, therefore, to perceive the imperious 
necessity to reinforce, within the limits of his object world, his public image as a faithful subject to 
the Spanish crown. It was perhaps in this spirit that, instead of accenting his foreign roots by 
populating his lived space with heirlooms and pictures depicting illustrious members of the Grillo 
lineage, don Domingo chose to add other politically significant paintings to his collection, such as 
one of king Philip’s favorites, don Luis de Haro, and a large equestrian portrait of the king’s brother, 
Cardinal-Infante Ferdinand of Austria (figure 14).   
The lower gallery was, no doubt, part of Domingo Grillo’s theatrical, domestic 
infrastructure, a space conceived to see and be seen, not through the crystalline surface of Venetian 
mirrors but, rather, in the sunlight slanting through gauze veils and carmine taffeta curtains covering 
the twelve windows in the room. More than a site of dazzle and enchantment, the gallery was the 
place where Grillo could stage his abilities as a transnational financier. According to Trigoso’s list, 
the room could sit a party of up to twelve people on studded leather chairs, a fairly significant 
number at a time when seats of any kind were still regarded as rare and luxurious household items 
(Burr 1941:49; Sarti 2002:103; 124). The gallery was further embellished with a large screen, a 
mahogany bufete, and a set of two carved nacre cabinets on stand. Even the false bottoms in these 
desks were, however, found completely empty, as if , again, any compromising piece standing in this 
politically laden setting had been furtively made invisible to the Council officials’ eyes. Lastly, the 





of bound maps about which, unfortunately, the inventory provides no further detail. These 
particular objects, however, were evidently quite powerful items of knowledge that one could expect 
to find at the domicile of a Genoese merchant who traded in precious metals and human lives 
throughout the lands and oceans of the modern world.    
 
An intimate enfilade 
 
Walking round the corner of the lower gallery, the Council officials seem to have accessed 
the residential quarters of the Grillo mansion. Although one should be careful not to uncritically 
apply contemporary notions of domestic privacy to the context of the Baroque era (cf. Meskell 
2002), it is evident that the series of smaller rooms that could be found on this side of the house 
were not designed to host large theatrical displays of social capital. Rather, they appear to have been 
used for more intimate –yet not necessarily private, in the Victorian sense of the term- activities. 
The first chamber the Council officials inventoried here was, presumably, used as a leisure room, for 
apart from two small leather tables and four red velvet studded chairs, it contained a clavichord and 






Figure 14. El Cardenal Infante don Fernando victorioso en Nördlingen, by P.P Rubens. Museo del Prado, Madrid. This 
portrait may be similar to the one Domingo Grillo had in his gallery. 
 
Failing to respect the listing order they had followed so far, the officials did not start off here 
by inventorying the most esteemed objects they encountered in the room next to Domingo Grillo’s 
music parlor. Instead, they commenced by mentioning two small walnut bufetes, certainly the less 
valuable pieces on display in the room. Had they followed the taxonomic scheme they seemed to 
have been using since the beginning of his list, the Council’s inspectors would have probably given 
priority not only to the large mirror framed in ebony and ivory that hung from one of the walls in 
this room, but also, and mostly, to the bed filling most of its space. Carved in granadillo –a precious, 
tropical wood imported from the New World, this bedstead was fitted out with four mattresses, 
three pillows, two sheets and a quilt. Four studded chairs, similar to the ones found in the music 





Passing into the following room, however, the Council’s officials quickly recovered from 
their short taxonomic slip. Acknowledging the role of beds as some of the most significant status-
signifiers in domestic spaces of the baroque period (Bleichmar 2008:64; Sarti 2002:124), the first 
item they noted here was a second granadillo bedstead, embellished with bronze moldings and a 
white-and-red gauze canopy, bedspread and bed skirt. This piece was fitted with six mattresses, 
three pillows, two sheets and a white quilt. Still sticking to an appropriate, administrative order of 
things, the officials went on to list two large mirrors, which they described as matching those in the 
great hall of the house. Other items composing the artifact assemblage in this second bedroom were 
a mahogany bufete, and six red plush studded chairs –similar perhaps to those found in the great hall 
of the Grillo mansion. In fact, many aspects of this bedroom recalled the decoration of the great 
hall, which should remind us that, in the late 17th-century, the bedroom had not yet acquired the 
intimate aura it would be invested with in the centuries to come. As Raffaella Sarti notes 
(2002:124), baroque bedrooms very much shared the socializing functions of galleries and halls, 
being smaller, yet privileged domestic spaces in which higher social status could be publicly 
ascertained, and complex power relations performed and put into visual effect.  
Not surprisingly, a set of escritorios was also part of the rich object world in this second 
bedroom. Made of palo santo –an aromatic wood native to the New World-, these two cabinets had 
six drawers veneered in glass each. All of these were opened to reveal their contents. Again, sensuous 
exotica emerged from these scented-wood pieces, which perfectly corresponded to the little 
treasures the Council’s officials had enumerated in the great hall of the Grillo mansion. Sweets, 
pistachios and four Chinese porcelain vases were found in these cabinets, stacked up along with two 
loose pieces of carved silver and twenty one carved coconut bowls. The latter, as the precious water-





into colonizing mouths. Whereas no chocolate, either in powder, brick or loaf was found in these 
desks, one of them contained almost one pound of tobacco –a relatively recent import to the 
European pharmacopoeia that, as we already mentioned for the case of cacao, was praised both for 
its perceived curative properties and for its effect as a recreational psychoactive substance (Norton 
2008). Tobacco was, however, not the only item in these cabinets that Domingo Grillo would have 
collected for its medical or cosmetic uses, for one of the drawers in the second of them contained 
three little pots of an unspecified pomade, and three others of a rare concoction of vegetal, mineral, 
and animal substances known as theriac, which was deemed a universal neutralizer of poisons, 
perhaps as effective as bezoar stones (Findlen 1994; Watson 1966).  
Even the green camelhair doublet, perhaps the only theoretically gendered item one could 
think of among the objects found in Domingo Grillo’s great hall seemed to find its counterpart in 
this second bedroom, where it took the form of three suggestive objects referred to in the Council’s 
inventory as embroidered bigoteras or moustache-guards. At a time when well-groomed beards and 
whiskers constituted a paramount metaphor for masculinity (Fisher 2001), the presence of these 
leather straps men used at home in order to discipline and curl their moustaches  among don 
Domingo’s valuables could not be more representative of his willingness to bend to the often 
grotesque bodily regimes imposed by baroque etiquette (Wilson 1961:411; Bernis 2001). And still, 
even in the minuscule theatrum mundi encapsulated in this bedroom, which reified so well the 
narcissism of a societé de cour (Elias 1974)for which vanity had become a raison d’état (Melchior-
Bonnet 2001:144), the nowadays unthinkable terms of Domingo Grillo’s daring trade never failed to 






Don Domingo’s bedroom 
 
The inventory commissioned by the Council of the Indies, unfortunately, does not specify 
the number of people actually forming part of Domingo Grillo’s household, nor does it indicate if, 
for example, the bedrooms he described were in use –and by whom- at the time when it was made. 
Clearly, however, the Councils officials had no doubt that, unless otherwise specified, all what could 
be found in Domingo Grillo’s house was to be considered his personal property, and was thus 
appropriate to seize in the name of the king of Spain. Yet as they pursued their scanning of the 
Grillo mansion, the inspectors eventually arrived into a room they described as don Domingo’s 
bedroom. Whether or not the experience of trespassing into the most private grounds of a royal 
banker’s lived space represented a personal satisfaction for the sheriff, usher, and scribe of the 
Council of the Indies would be difficult to assess. However, the fact that these officials took the pain 
to identify this space as such is certainly relevant to our reading of Domingo Grillo’s object world.  
Interestingly, there seemed to be few elements in the furniture of this particular space that 
did not, at a glance, recall the decoration that had already been described in other sections of the 
house. Although it was deprived of mirrors, don Domingo’s room was the only among the Grillo 
mansion’s bedrooms which had paintings on display. None of those paintings, however, were 
aristocratic portraits or represented religious scenes. According to the inventory, the pictures hung 
in here were five landscapes in different frames, two of which featured unspecified battle scenes. Six 
studded chairs upholstered in velvet may have been placed next to those paintings, for royal officials 
listed them in passing, before concentrating on Domingo Grillo’s bed. Carved in palo santo wood 
inlayed with bronze adornments, this piece was veiled in a set of yellow gauze curtains trimmed with 
silver points. The bedspread, bed skirt and canopy were all made of the same bright fabric, while the 





pillows. The windows of don Domingo’s bedroom were covered in yellow curtains identical to those 
enclosing his bed, and still another one made of a shiny taffeta fabric.  
Domingo Grillo’s room could, of course, not fail to have its own escritorio, upon which the 
officials eventually concentrated their attention. Ebony, ivory, silver and golden bronze splendidly 
combined in this last cabinet of treasures, which had three small compartments, six regular drawers 
and six secret ones. Oddly enough, as the Council officials carried out their desecrating ritual on this 
desk, they found it mostly populated with some of the less exotic sorts of items they had formerly 
encountered stored in other cabinets in the house. One pound of sweets and another one of 
caramels, fifteen pesos in coins, six pairs of gloves and three terracotta drinking pots were among the 
officials’ findings in don Domingo’s bedroom. The pots, however, were not even precious búcaros 
imported from the New World, but some clay trifles made in the village of La Maya, located near 
Salamanca. In one of the desk’s compartments, the inspectors found a wallet, a bigotera, and three 
combs made of boxwood that could all have been locally made, as could have the set of six, new 
table knives and the trimming blade that also came out of the cabinet.  
Perhaps, all in all and despite the silver points hanging from the curtains of his bed, 
Domingo Grillo’s most intimate lived space was comparatively less pretentious and extravagant than 
all the other rooms Trigoso had visited so far. It is worth, thus, interrogating ourselves on the 
intimate, practical, or perhaps even random reasons Grillo may have had to surround himself with 
battle landscapes rather than mirrors, and with table knives rather than scented wood chaplets. 
Further, Grillo’s bedroom is the only area of the house in which not a single object could be linked, 
or even remotely connected with the nature of his daring trade, and ultimately with the reason of 
the Council officials’ presence in his house. In many ways, Grillo’s bedroom reminds us more of the 





courtier beguiling the world through his social reflection. But on which side of his looking glasses 
did the real Domingo Grillo stand? For now, this question shall remain unanswered, foremost 
because of the dearth of historical evidence that would perhaps allow us to look further into our 
chief slaver’s psyche. Arguably, Domingo Grillo’s relative success in human traffic may have precisely 
laid in his capacity to block any connection between his public reflection and his secretive, intimate 
self. Wondrous as they were, Grillo’s cabinets were not pious celebrations of the timeless harmony 
of Creation. Rather, his collections constituted sensuous embodiments of an early modern world 
that could be controlled, displayed, and consumed without any moral back thought. Disordered as 
they seemed, these cabinets also represented a materially coded road plan clearly indicating who 
Domingo Grillo was, where he came from and what he wanted. As a Genoese banker, merchant, and 
slave trader well worth of the house of Grillo, don Domingo did not collect the marvels of nature 
and culture; he collected an idealized social image of himself. Skillfully translated into the sphere of 
printed text, the notion of human traffic was kept locked in outrageously beautiful scented-wood 
drawers, away from the mirror-less bedroom where, perhaps, he occasionally considered the morally 
complicated nature of his daring trade. 
     
The Council’s officials’ mission, of course, did not conclude in Domingo Grillo’s chamber 
which, after all, was far less spectacular –and yet equally meaningful to us- than other sections in the 
house. Interestingly enough, the few rooms they went on to describe at this point seemed much less 
significant spaces. The first one only contained two velvet chairs and a plain bedstead fitted with 
two ticking-lined mattresses, while the second one was simply furnished with a chest and an 





been used by a clerk at the service of the house of Grillo, royal officials found a third one in which 
all what they found worth listing were two plain servant beds.  
 
The silver room  
 
The repostería, the space to which the officials were subsequently taken, was situated on the 
second floor of the Grillo mansion, somewhere over what the inventory referred to as the cuarto 
principal –or main room of the house, which was itself located on the first floor and, presumably, 
directly above the great hall. In palatial environments of the 17th century, the respostería was a special 
storage room used to stack all the silverware in a house (Covarrubias Orozco 1995 [1611]). For this 
reason, it seems reasonable to think that, if Domingo Grillo’s residence had effectively featured an 
angle tower dominating the rest of the house, that would have been a most suitable place in which 
to stock up some of the most valuable objects in the mansion. Yet regardless of its actual location, 
the repostería did contain a significant amount of silver tableware, all of which was weighed and 
included on Trigoso and Cruzat’s list. Nineteen small dishes and eight large ones, two serving dishes 
and two salvers, a set of cruets and five tembladeras, seven candlesticks and two oil lamps, and a 
dozen of spoons and forks were found in this storage room. Their weight was estimated in about 
140 marcs –this is, just over 70 pounds.     
 
The office rooms 
 
It was sometime after nine in the evening when the council officials went up the main stairs 





the house enclosed a quite different object world from the one they had seen so far, as they 
contained much of the written arsenal upon which Domingo Grillo had constructed his financial 
and trading empire. Twilight was, however, far from being an ideal time to go through this entire 
universe of potentially treacherous accountancy books and written papers, in consideration of which 
the officials moved all the contents of the first room into the second, whereupon they had the door 
of the latter shut and secured with a padlock.  
Alejandro Bosch, Grillo’s general accountant and treasurer in the city of Madrid, had been, 
at this point, summoned to participate in the seizure of don Domingo’s estate, for he was in 
possession of the key to his office, which was located in the ground floor of the mansion. Having 
unlocked the said room, Bosch was requested to state under oath any amount of money, in gold or 
silver, vouchers or bills of exchange that he might hold on behalf of the house of Grillo. To this, 
Bosch responded that, because the financial activities of the house had been suspended for so long, 
all what he could produce was a box containing a couple of accountant books and two bags of 
copper coins, apart from three other books and some papers relating to his personal businesses. 
Feeling that it was getting too late to pursue their survey of Domingo Grillo’s property, however, 
the Council’s officials decided to lock the door of the treasury and postpone their inventorying 
mission until the next day.    
 
The winter quarters  
  
On June 20, 1668, the officials of the council of the Indies were back at the Calle de Alcalá 
in order to complete their scanning of the goods in the Grillo mansion. Quite naturally, they 





winter quarters. The main room on this floor was presumably a large drawing room preceded by an 
antechamber containing nothing else but a pinewood bench. Interestingly enough, the drawing room 
itself was encountered in a strange state of disarray which seemed to confirm that it was not in use at 
that moment. Once again, the officials started here by assessing the most striking and commercially 
valuable items they found in the room, most of which seemed to be there in storage rather than on 
display.  
Not surprisingly, Grillo’s collection included a series of fine wall-hangings, which were some 
of the most highly esteemed items in elite domestic spaces of the period (Burr 1941:43). Apart from 
being highly decorative due to the enormous amount of work and expertise implied in their 
elaboration, tapestries also had a practical function since they contributed to keep rooms warm in 
the winter (Campbell 2007; Junquera de Vega and Herrero Carretero 1986). In probate or seizure 
inventories, the appraisals of tapestries were usually significantly higher than any other object in a 
house (Brown and Kagan 1987). Their cost was usually so great that they were often passed down as 
heirlooms from generation to generation, even though their material nature made them particularly 
sensitive to the ravages of time. In the 16th and 17th centuries, the finest wall-hangings were 
manufactured in Oudenarde and Brussels, which by then were part of the Spanish Netherlands. 
Tapestries were normally composed of several woven panels representing different scenes of a 
biblical or mythological story, and were measured in Flemish ells – anas in Spanish, equivalent to 69 
cm approximately.  
According to the inventory, Domingo Grillo owned three different tapestries: the first one 
was found rolled up and consisted of eleven, six-ells-long panels representing the story of Jacob. The 
second one was made of twelve six-ells long panels, featuring the twelve labors of Hercules. Finally, a 





Hesperides, another mythological narrative closely linked to Hercules’ story. One might feel 
tempted to see more than a simple coincidence in Domingo Grillo’s taste for this particular myth, 
for Hercules’ figure has sometimes been evoked as a representation of toil and suffering as leading 
towards fame and immortality (Motto and Clark 1981).  
Even in its dormant state, the winter parlor of the Grillo mansion still had room to allocate 
to wondrous displays. Yet here the materialities of distant lands, craved for as potent material 
metaphors of power, were not condensed within the exiguous space of bejeweled cabinet drawers 
but, rather, spread out in all their sensuous and extravagant splendor. Two fifteen-varas long Turkish 
rugs, long enough to span all the length of the upper gallery, clad Grillo’s winter quarters in exotic 
colors and textures, balancing the western touch of Flemish wall-hangings through the munificent 
display of some of the most fetishized incarnations of the Orient. Two bedside rugs, identified as 
Egyptian, also lay next to a dismantled walnut bed, adorned with rich red velvet hangings 
embroidered in gold thread and lined in gold lamé. The intense red color of these heavy bed 
hangings would have matched that of a set of three, crimson plush curtains draping the windows of 
the room, and that of six other taffeta veils masking the glass panels in the gallery through which 
daylight came in. Finally, eight chairs and six stools, all upholstered in red velvet and studded with 
gilt nails stood somewhere in either the winter parlor or the gallery, as did, no wonder, two large 
mirrors identical to the eight that had been listed in the rooms downstairs. Reportedly, the Council 
officials found all the other rooms in the upper floor of the Grillo mansion completely empty, a 








The linen and the kitchen 
 
On their way down to the ground floor of the mansion, royal officials stopped to visit a small 
room located next to the main staircase of the house. The room had no more furniture than two 
trunks which contained a significant collection of linen and underclothes. While Spanish law 
provided that personal linen was to be excluded from sequestration orders (Burns 2001), all the 
items in these trunks were described and listed in the council’s seizure act. The first trunk contained 
fifty-seven napkins, eight hand-cloths and six tablecloths. The second one revealed eighteen linen 
bed sheets, fourteen pillowcases, twelve cushion cases, sixteen fine cambric handkerchiefs, two 
dozen shirts –six of which had falling collars, sixteen pairs of underpants and twenty-four pairs of 
stockings. Even though it would be difficult to evaluate the material and symbolic value of Domingo 
Grillo’s undergarments in terms of the wondrous collectibles, art pieces or colonial treats that 
inhabited his object world,  the visit royal official made to the linen room in the Grillo mansion 
represents far more than an anecdotal supplement to our phenomenological assessment of Grillo’s 
lived space. On the one hand, the fine, immaculate textiles stored in this room clearly stands for the 
particular concept of bodily cleanness that was in force in the early modern western world (Vigarello 
1985; Elias 1973), which predicated that the whiteness and neatness of clothing –and especially that 
of underclothing- could be directly transposed into a state of corporeal health and wellbeing. On the 
other hand, however, the content of the second truck the officials examined brings forward the 
intriguing fact that nowhere in the Grillo mansion was don Domingo’s actual wardrobe found. In 
that sense, the listing of his shirts and stockings has a similar effect to that of the mysteriously void 
drawers observed in his desks, in the sense that they both suggest a significant material absence, a 





Domingo Grillo’s coats, waistcoats, breeches and hats were, of course, not to be found in 
the kitchen of his house, the last room the council’s officials would examine in the Grillo mansion. 
Two porringers, two jars, three skillets and two saucepans were part of the valuable copper 
cookware in use at don Domingo’s kitchen. Along with the two servant beds included in the 
inventory of the mansion’s residential quarters, these constitute the few elements testifying to the 
material universe of the silent, unnamed and unaccounted women and men who, nonetheless, played 
a major part both as actors and as spectators of Domingo Grillo’s conquest of the highest social 
summits of his time.  
 
Post script   
 
By the end of their second day of inventorying the contents of the Grillo mansion, the 
sheriff, usher, and high scribe of the Royal Council of the Indies were still far from completing their 
mission. They would return to Domingo Grillo’s office room to go through all the administrative 
and accountancy records of the Asiento, in search for any written proof  suggesting that, in fact, the 
slave trading monopoly contract the Spanish crown had established with the Genoese was the legal 
cover of a major financial fraud. We will, however, not follow the Council’s officials in this second 
stage of their task, for that would fall beyond the scope of the phenomenological object lesson I have 
attempted to reveal in this chapter.  
As I read it, the historical document constituting the substance of this chapter represents a 
fabulous instance of transfiguration of baroque materialities into ink and paper. It has allowed me to 
engage in a dense description of Domingo Grillo’s lived space from a standpoint which is surprisingly 





baroque spirit through the analysis of specific processes of material consumption. Further, my 
archaeological approach to an exceptional historical text, bluntly intruding on Domingo Grillo’s 
secretive object world, also tends to depict the Genoese banker as a man of his time, an ambitious 
social climber whose structured program of material accumulation can be deciphered through the 
wondrous discourse of baroque collecting. My claim here has been that the Grillo mansion 
constitutes a collection de facto, and should be regarded as such, a carefully planned aggregate of 
social capital, a politicized microcosm containing dazzling reflections of the rare, the precious and, 
sometimes, the commonplace, but never any guileless indication that the daring trade on which all 






















Being a Slaver on the Shores of the South Sea 
 
 
Royal officials in Portobello were, perhaps, truly satisfied with themselves as they boastingly 
reported to the governor of Cartagena on June 26, 1666: “We received Your Honor’s letter dated May 
19th as soon as the ship of advice anchored in this harbor” –they wrote, “and we instantly executed Her 
Majesty’s seizure order on the property of Domingo Grillo and Ambrosio Lomelin, with such promptitude 
that their agents got no chance to conceal anything whatsoever.”59  Whether a genuine instance of dutiful 
devotion or a routine proof of bureaucratic bombast, the gleaming news from Portobello carried a 
blunt acceptance of the fact that efficiency and celerity had never been too common in the Spanish 
colonial world (Schmidt and Kagan 2004). It had taken fifty-three days for the royal decree 
subscribed by Queen Regent Mariana to arrive in the port of Cartagena, and it would take twenty-
three more for it to finally reach government officials  headquartered in Panama, on the shores of the 
South Sea. There, under the command of don Juan Pérez de Guzmán, governor general of the 
province of Tierra Firma, royal authorities would apparently carry out their duty in the same zealous 
                                                
59 “Domingo de Gondra y otros, confirman cumplimiento de las órdenes recibidas de Cartagena” Portobelo, 29 de 





manner than those in Portobello, as don Juan himself represented to his counterpart in Cartagena, 
don Benito de Figueroa y Barrantes: 
“In accordance with the notice that Your Honor and Sirs sent to the royal 
lieutenants in Portobello, we carried out the seizure of all the property that the factors of the 
Grillos had in their possession. The cunning tricks the factors used to intercept the notice 
were of no effect, for we wasted no time in carrying out the orders, preventing them from 
hiding the smallest thing, as will be attested by the seizure records herewith.  We thank 
Your Honor and Sirs for the timely letter and news, and for the chance we had to serve Her 
Majesty as we ought. May the Holy Providence keep Your Honor and Sirs many years.  
Panama, June 20, 1666.”60 
 
Whether or not don Juan’s testimonial constituted a faithful description of reality is, of 
course, difficult to know, in the light of the alarming levels of corruption soiling all levels of Spanish 
colonial administration (Cá rdenas Gutié rrez 2006; Crespi 2000; Scelle 1906). Don Juan was, as a 
matter of fact, not a popular figure in Tierra Firma, and rumors had it that the Grillos were bribing 
him into turning a blind eye on the illicit commerce they flagrantly conducted under the cover of the 
Asiento (see chapter 3)61 . Although this may well have been the case, neither don Juan nor any other 
government official in the Indies could remain indifferent to a royal mandate having such severe 
implications for the overall economic stability of the Spanish empire. Queen Mariana’s orders 
represented a drastic turnaround in the conditions of the slave trade in the Atlantic World which, 
paradoxically enough, required no more explanation than Domingo Grillo and Ambrosio Lomelin’s 
total disrespect of the basic terms of the monopolistic contract they had secured with the late Philip 
IV of Spain. By requesting government officials in Cartagena, Tierra Firma and Veracruz to impound 
all of the Grillos’ assets in the New World, the Crown openly contravened previous legal 
                                                
60 “Los Oficiales Reales de Panamá y Portobelo sobre los embargos oportunamente hechos en dichas ciudades”. 
Cartagena, 8 de julio  de 1666 –AGI, Contaduría 262, unnumbered pages. My translation.  
 
61 See AGI, Indiferente 782, “Esteban de Gamarra, embajador en Holanda, advierte sobre los fraudes facilitados por 





dispositions sparing Grillo and Lomelin’s trading agents from being seized or taxed by colonial 
officials. Thus, this seizure order represented a lethal blow to the Grillos’ organization, which largely 
relied on the maintenance of the ample fiscal privileges stipulated by the 1663 Asiento.  
For Grillo and Lomelin’s agents throughout the Spanish colonial world, however, this 
implied much more than an unfortunate coup de théâtre manifesting, once again, the ill disposition 
that the Council of the Indies had towards their Genoese masters. The speed and eagerness with 
which colonial officials had neutralized the operative structure of their slave trading firm was, in fact, 
the first outburst of a rampant war that local elites had declared on the Asiento since the day its 
representatives had first set foot in the New World. Regardless of the long and generous list of legal 
benefits and guarantees they had been granted by the Spanish Crown, the factors of the Genoese 
embodied the tyrannical and maladroit control that the Hispanic monarchy intended to exert upon 
the slave trade throughout its colonial empire (Konetzke 1946). As such, these Spanish, Flemish, 
but mostly Italian men carefully handpicked by Grillo and Lomelin to look after their daring 
business overseas stood in a particularly delicate and vulnerable position in the Indies where, in fact, 
they had quite a few good reasons to fear for their lives (Scelle 1906:501; Vega Franco 1985:26). Yet 
the lure of profit and, perhaps, the taste of danger, patiently cultivated through years of training at 
the service of the Grillos, were probably quick in quelling any bout of fright or doubt these men may 
have had as they sailed towards the New World. As proficient in doctoring accounting records as in 
fiddling with financial and legal jargon, the factors of the Genoese were promised a rich and brilliant 
future for moving right into the lion’s den, to culturally unknown and politically unstable lands 
where they were to hold the reins of the most treacherous commerce of their time.  
Three years after their arrival in the Indies, along with Queen Mariana’s royal mandate, the 





It is this high point of these bold adventurer careers that I have chosen to initiate my archaeological 
narrative of human traffic in colonial Tierra Firma. Traveling in time to what, I claim, was the very 
hub of the slave trade in the old city of Panama, I will build upon material remains and written texts 
to describe what might have been the quotidian existence of these unique colonists who, contrary to 
so many Europeans trying their luck in the New World, were endowed with a powerful arsenal of 
political, legal, and economic weapons betraying the life-threatening nature of the activities they had 
chosen to carry out. In an effort to nuance and complicate common readings of the historical 
structures allowing for the development of a monstrous human traffic in the recent past, I will 
attempt to expose these particular merchants’ social lives as a fascinating interplay of the mundane 
desires and intimate trepidations that inevitably impregnated the physical space they once lived in. 
Through a phenomenological experience of this material universe, I claim, it might be possible to 
move forward in our understanding and remembering of slavery as a fundamental social fact that 
contemporary Western societies have been mechanically programmed to disown (see chapter 2).  
As argued in chapter 2, it takes much effort to recognize today that commodifying human 
beings might be, in essence, an entirely human behavior (Pétré-Grenouilleau 2004, 2005; Araujo 
2010; Mathy 2011). As self-evident and morally correct as it now seems, the uncritical 
demonization of the overall notion of enslavement has precipitated the disruption of basic historical 
structures connecting us to our own past. Consequently, our comprehension of the complex 
processes of formation of the modern, global societies in which we live today has been inevitably 
distorted and compromised. Archaeology, however, is in a good position to counter these 
entrenched and essentialized postures that Western society has assumed vis-à-vis the history of 
slavery and the slave trade, for it operates on documentary grounds that are fragmentary by 





serve to confirm or illustrate historical facts that are already known through written or oral sources 
(Stahl 2010; Hall and Silliman 2006; Hicks and Beaudry 2006). Quite the contrary, archaeological 
narratives often tend to contrast with traditional historiographical versions of the past, causing them 
to burst into mismatching, incoherent historical fragments that are difficult to piece together and 
reconcile (Yentsch 1988; Shackel 1993). Such a reconciliation, however, is not something that 
history and archaeology should necessarily aim at, for the fragmentation, ambiguities and 
incongruities resulting from these disciplinary clashes are now being recognized as enriching areas of 
light and shade within which it becomes possible to promote the critical deconstruction of historical 
essentialisms (Hall 2000:16).  
In this chapter, I argue that through the tracing of vivid, materially based connections 
between past and present, archaeology creates phenomenological conditions that are necessary for us 
to recognize ourselves in the pragmatic aspects of past life projects that have long fallen out of 
legitimate Western social repertoires. Archaeology seems, thus, an efficacious discourse that can 
assist us in bypassing traditionally moralizing readings of both slavery and the slave trade. In 
particular, archaeology makes it possible to characterize the past lives of early colonial entrepreneurs 
such as Grillo and Lomelin’s agents within a broader spectrum of what may be considered 
fundamentally human in the present. Digging through their material intimacy constitutes, thus, a 
both fascinating and possibly appeasing experience of remembrance. The uncovering of the material 
universe of the Atlantic slave trade, so often at odds with the simplified imagery of slavery that was 
retained and mythified as the institution lost its raison d’être in contemporary world systems, offers, 
then, a rare opportunity to address unhealed social sores and to problematize historical questions to 





While Grillo and Lomelin’s agents were well-known public figures throughout the Spanish 
colonies, most aspects of their social lives seem as difficult to grasp as the private world of their 
masters in Madrid (see chapter 5). Clearly, the Asiento’s agents did not have the possibility –nor 
perhaps the necessity- to shield themselves from the power of the archive (Burns 2010; Farge 1989; 
Freshwater 2003; González-Echevarría 1998; Mbembe 2002; Stoler 2002; Taylor 2003) in the same 
way that someone like Domingo Grillo who, as we have seen, appears to have deliberately 
dissociated his physical persona from the powerful traveling records that bore his name (see chapter 
4). In contrast, no proxies could ever distance the Grillos’ factors from the textual evidence through 
which their slave trading venture can be assessed nowadays, for it was, precisely, this evidence they 
had been trained to shape for the best interest of their commercial firm. As a consequence, from the 
standpoint of the archive, Grillo and Lomelin’s agents only existed through their licensed attempts 
to monopolize human traffic to the Spanish New World, and few references to their private lives can 
be found beyond the official records testifying to all the activities they carried out as representatives 
of the Asiento (Vega Franco 1984:127). :127   
Occasional and unforeseen disruptions to the internal structure of the Asiento were always 
opportunities for unexpected and contextual information to come up to the surface, furtively joining 
more conventional –and still important- data within the documental core of the colonial archive. 
The seizure order issued by Queen Mariana against all the assets of the Grillos was, undoubtedly, 
one of these exceptional situations which, because of its particularly violent and intrusive nature, 
generated a most evocative description of the specific lived spaces I am concerned with here. It is 
this description, biased and incomplete as it is, that I aim to push into a challenge with a rich set of 
archaeological findings recovered on the very grounds where a team of Italian factors may have 





the Genoese were present. It is the powerful, material poetics of that lived space (Bachelard), as part 
of a historically unique urban center in the dawn of destruction, that I try to integrate with the 
dimly lit archival life stories of individuals who once aimed at controlling human traffic in the 




At the Service of the Grillos 
 
Archival data gleaned at the Archivo General de Indias in Seville clearly indicate that, in 
accordance to the clauses of the 1663 Asiento, the Grillos’ presence in the Indies was not limited to 
Cartagena, Veracruz, and Portobello –the three Caribbean ports through which African slaves could 
be legally introduced into the Spanish Main (see chapter 3). In actual fact, the Genoese had agents 
working for them wherever the volume of human traffic was deemed significant enough to require 
the company’s permanent or temporary supervision. In the absence of internal documentation of the 
Asiento, it might not be possible to make a comprehensive list of all the employees appointed by the 
firm. Official documents, however, suggest that, between 1663 and 1674, at least eighteen men were 
contracted as factors by Domingo Grillo and Ambrosio Lomelin, fifteen of whom traveled to the 
New World exclusively to work in their service. According to official records, there was also a 
considerable rotation of factors between the different factories established by the Grillos, and few of 
them remained in service at the same location for more than a couple of years.  
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Table 4. Factors of the Asiento (1663-1674) 
 
Agustín Grillo62  and Justiniano Justiniani63 , two Italian agents based in Portobello and 
Panama were, in that sense, an exception to the norm. They were among the first agents dispatched 
                                                
62In his application for a license of passage to the Indies, dated May 1663, Agustin Grillo is referred to as being 
Genoese. He is given the honorific title don in all the documents in which he is thereafter named, suggesting that he 
had a somewhat higher social status than other factors appointed by the Asiento. However, the family ties linking 
Agustín Grillo and his employer, don Domingo, are unclear. In actual fact, it is probable that these two men were 





to the Indies in 1663, and remained in their original position until Sir Henry Morgan’s invasion of 
Tierra Firma in January 1671. As many other Panamanians, Grillo and Justiniani fled the Isthmus in 
the dramatic context of this attack (Earle 2007). This disastrous episode, resulting in the total loss 
of the old city of Panama, however, constituted a perfect excuse for Grillo to relocate in Lima, the 
greatest slave market in the New World (Bowser 1974, 1972)64 . As for Justiniano Justiniani, he 
might have not left the Isthmus for long, probably transferring his permanent residence to 
Portobello for some time. Historical evidence suggests that, by May 1671, Justiniani had returned 
to the ruined Asiento’s headquarters in Panama65 , while Grillo remained in Peru, facing the fierce 
legal case that the Guild of Merchants of Lima had initiated against the Genoese for overstepping 
the terms of their slave trading license (see chapter 3)66 .  
                                                                                                                                                       
1999:516). See “Grillo y Lomelin piden licencia para que Agustín Grillo pase a las Indias a bordo del navío Santa 
Cruz.” Madrid, 19 de mayo de 1663 –AGI Indiferente 2834, unnumbered pages. 
 
63 Justiniano Justiniani, referred to as a native of Rome and resident in Madrid, was granted a license to pass into the 
Indies in December 1662, along with Joseph Bustanzo and Marcelo García de Cañas. Bustanzo was described as a 
Genoese established in Cadiz, while García was Spanish, from the region of La Mancha. Later documents in the 
National Archive of Spain specify that Justiniani was born in 1630 in Nocera Umbra, in the Papal States, which he 
left for Spain at the age of fourteen. See “Grillo y Lomelin piden cédulas de recomendación para sus factores en 
Cartagena, Portobelo y Panamá”. Madrid, 21 de diciembre de 1662. –AGI, Indiferente 2834, unnumbered pages.  
See also AHN, Expedientes de Pruebas de Caballeros de la Orden de Santiago, Exp. 4239, 19 de mayo de 1695 - 
f19v 
 
64 See AGI, Indiferente 2830, ff 14v-19v, “Alonso de Arcos, en nombre de los Asentistas, se defiende de las 
acusaciones del Tribunal del Consulado de Lima”. Lima, 15 de agosto de 1671; See also AGI 2835, “Agustín Grillo 
declara que pasó a Lima después de la toma y destrucción de Panamá”. Lima, 15 de mayo de1672; AGI, Indiferente 
2833, “El Tribunal del Consulado de Lima sobre la noticia de que los Asentistas de negros intentan introducirlos en 
ese Reyno”. Lima, sin fecha, c.1672. 
 
65 See “Cuentas del Derecho de Avería de Su Magestad de los años de 1662, 1664, 1665, 1667, 1669, 1670 y 1672” 
–AGNP, Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores, Archivo de Límites, Sección Trribunal del Consulado, H3 vol. 201. 
66 See AGI, Indiferente 2830, “El Comercio de Lima niega las razones de los Asentistas para fletar harina y ropa a 
Panamá”. Lima, sin fecha, 1671; AGI, Indiferente 2833, “Diego Fernández a la Reina sobre la pretensión del 
Consulado de Lima de expulsar a los Asentistas de Lima”. Madrid, sin fecha, 1672; AGI 2833, “El Conde de 







Justiniano Justiniani: a Rhyming Name for a Social Climber  
 
The dispute opposing the Asiento to the mighty traders of the City of Kings would be a long 
and intricate process extending well beyond the end of the Grillos’ monopoly contract. It is, 
however, within the dense documentation generated in the context of this legal case that the name 
of Agustín Grillo suddenly vanishes, around 1673, leaving us with little ground on which to 
speculate about his later whereabouts. In contrast, Justiniano Justiniani is, without any doubt, the 
Asiento employee about whom archival information is the most abundant. Interestingly enough, this 
can be attributed to the fact that Justiniani’s participation in Panamanian social and economic life 
did not stop abruptly with the expiration of the Grillo’s contract in 1674. Contrary to many of his 
colleagues, Justiniani did not return to Europe upon completion of his obligations with the Asiento. 
Rather, he chose to remain on the shores of the South Sea witnessing the birth of a new city, 
burgeoning a few miles to the west of the desolated ruins of what would become Panama la Vieja –
the old city of Panama (Mena Garcia 1997, 2007).  
Although the largest part of Justiniano Justiniani’s life story still rests untouched in the 
depths of the archive, the little we know about his social expectations and the means he employed 
to fulfill them seem uncannily similar to those of his master, don Domingo Grillo. As if he was 
blatantly replicating his former employer’s model of social climbing, Justiniani gradually built himself 
a respectable public image on a financial basis he largely owed to the slave trade. Little more than a 
decade after his arrival in Tierra Firma, Justiniani had made the most of the hostility with which 





1675, one of the most eligible widows in the province –doña Ana Beatriz de Echeberz y Subiza67  
(Lohemann Villena 1947:130; 214; 367). It was as a considerably wealthy and honorable man that, 
by 1682,  Justiniano  Justiniani sailed back to Spain with his wife and their two older sons, Francisco 
and Pedro Antonio68 , settling down in Madrid to complete the last phase of his fabulous experience 
of social ascent. Having left the Old World with not even a modest military grade, Justiniani 
returned to Castile with a don appended to his rhyming name, and enough influences and fortune to 
have his sons appointed as pages to the king of Spain.  
 
How Many Slaves for a Marquisate? 
 
In 1695, in the extensive genealogical documentation Francisco and Pedro Antonio 
Justiniani y Echeberz submitted as proof of their eligibility to be knighted with the military-religious 
order of Santiago69 , it appears that their father was then serving as chief minister –alguacil mayor- of 
the Royal Council of Italy70 . Over twenty-six witnesses, some of which were natives of the city of 
Panama, testified at that time to the hidalguía and limpieza de sangre of the Justiniani lineage (Fayard 
                                                
67 Ana Beatriz de Echeberz y Subiza was born in 1647 in the hamlet of Asiain, next to Pamplona, in Navarre. She 
first traveled to the Indies with her first husband, don Miguel Francisco de Marichalar, criminal judge in the 
Audiencia of Lima. In 1671, after governor Juan Pérez de Guzmán’s destitution following Morgan’s invasion to 
Tierra Firma, Marichalar served as interim president of the Audiencia of Panama until December 1671. He died 
unexpectedly a few months later. Ana Beatriz died in Madrid in 1716 (Lohmann Villena 1947).   
 
68 Francisco Justiniani y Echeberz was born in Panama on August 16, 1675. Pedro Antonio Justiniani y Echeberz 
was born in the same city on January 15, 1678, and died in Madrid in 1710 (Mayoralgo y Lodo 2008b:326). 
Justiniano Justiniani and Ana de Echeberz had three other children, all of whom were most probably born in Spain: 
Maria, who died in 1702 (Mayoralgo y Lodo 2008b:807); Bernardo; and Julián, on whom no other information has 
been presently found.  
69 AHN, Expedientes de Pruebas de Caballeros de la Orden de Santiago, Exp. 4220 y 4239, 19 de mayo de 1695 - 
f19v. 
 
70 The Royal and Supreme Council of Italy was one in four ruling bodies administrating the imperial territories of 





1979:205), which they affirmed was of pure, old Christian descent, and whose members had never 
been involved in any unworthy or degrading manual occupation.  
These documents demonstrate that, while people like tailors, scribes or retailers were 
considered ineligible to apply to an honorary title such as that of the order of Santiago, human 
traffic was deemed a perfectly legitimate and ennobling activity in the Spanish Golden Age. One 
after the other, witnesses supporting the Justiniani brothers’ claim declared that they could vouch 
for the quality and decorum of their father whom, as it was publicly recognized throughout the 
Spanish Empire, had served many years in the Indies as the lieutenant general of don Domingo 
Grillo’s slave trading firm. Quite conveniently for Justiniani, not even the declarants who had 
known him during his time in Tierra Firma seemed to remember that, back in 1668, the royal 
officials in Panama had started a prosecution against him for the murder of one of the Royal 
Treasury’s slaves71 . The circumstances in which this crime may have taken place are, unfortunately, 
unknown, since all the files related to this case seem to have gone missing from the Archive of the 
Indies. Speculating on the whys of this mysterious disappearance is, of course, quite a treat for 
playful minds. This obscure episode would not hinder Justiniani from pursuing his ascension to the 
top of the Spanish social scale, not more than an intriguingly similar situation had prevented don 
Domingo Grillo from becoming a grandee of Spain in his later years (see Chapter 4). In 1704, in a 
culmination of what was seen as a brilliant and honorable career at the service of the Spanish 
Crown, Justiniano Justiniani was conferred with the titles of Marquis of Peñaflorida and Viscount of 
                                                
 





Casares72 . The titles would remain in the Justiniani family for generations, at least until the late 19th 
century (see Fernández-Mota de Cifuentes 1984:283; Aranda Huete 2002:1191).  
When, in 1713, Justiniano Justiniani died in Madrid, at the venerable age of 83, he might 
have looked back at his extraordinary trajectory as a capitalist entrepreneur, thinking his titles and 
fortune certainly outranked the little inconveniences of surviving in the Spanish colonial world. 
Receiving death threats as welcome notes to a foreign land, going through the humiliation of having 
his home seized by royal officials, fleeing Morgan’s attack to the Isthmus of Tierra Firma and 
witnessing the tragic end of the once proud city of Panama was, perhaps, well worth becoming the 
Marquis of Peñaflorida. And, for that matter, wasn’t a marquisate a fair reward for having 
introduced, for the sake of the Hispanic empire, over 11,000 slaves into the Spanish colonies in the 
New World? 
Justiniano Justiniani was, without any doubt, one of Domingo Grillo’s most talented pupils. 
Not only was he an ambitious self-made man who had learned all the wit and wiles required to 
survive the perils of the New World; Justiniani was also an adroit and determined social climber 
who would stop at nothing to emulate his mentor’s audacious journey towards distinction. At a 
glance, however, while Justiniani’s life experience may seem less secretive and obscure than that of 
the mighty Domingo Grillo, the impact that his travel to the Indies may have had on his private life 
remains difficult to assess from the wealth of texts through which his story can be traced back today. 
Thus, in order to facilitate our archaeological exploration of the object world Justiniani surrounded 
himself with during his time in Tierra Firma, we shall now direct our attention to a number of first 
                                                
72 AHN Consejos, L.2753. A.1704, N.68 Asiento de decreto de gracia a nombre de don Justiniano Justiniani, sobre 






and second-hand historiographical accounts describing, in different degrees of detail, the natural and 
cultural landscape this man encountered as he first arrived in the Isthmus, in early 1663.     
 
A pervasive in-betweenness  
 
As Christopher Ward once remarked, not so long ago, Panama holds an ambiguous place in 
Latin American historiographical tradition. Because of its unique geography and particular historical 
trajectories, the region has often been set apart both from the territories from which the Isthmus 
depended economically and politically for most of the colonial period, such as Peru, and from 
geographically neighboring areas, such as the rest of Central America and present-day Colombia 
(Ward 1989:691). With regards to colonial historiography, in particular, it should be noted that, 
while the amount of scholarship devoted to Panamanian history is far from nonexistent, it seems 
remarkably scarce as compared to the exceptional geopolitical importance that the isthmus of Tierra 
Firma had in the making of the modern world. While the early colonial past of this province, 
initially known as Castilla de Oro –or Golden Castile (Anderson 1911), has been extensively 
researched for having been the scenery of the first military expeditions launched by the Spanish 
conquistadors on the American mainland, later periods of Panamanian colonial history still 
constitute unusual areas of academic expertise. However, following the pioneering work of Juan 
Antonio Susto (Susto 1927; Susto 1997), scholars such as Maria del Carmen Mena García (Mena 
Garcia 1992, 1996, 1984) and Alfredo Castillero Calvo (Castillero Calvo 1969, 1978, 1984, 1992, 
1994, 2006, 2010) have dedicated a significant part of their careers to study the development of 
social, political, and economic life in the Isthmus during –and beyond- Spanish colonial rule. So 





known set of documentary sources, that it may often feel as if there were few avenues of historical 
research left to explore within the region. This investigation, of course, aims at proving otherwise.  
 
At the crossroads of the modern world 
 
The little enthusiasm that the study of colonial Panama seems to have awakened in researchers, past 
and present, may require some further explanation. As I see it, this phenomenon may be echoing the 
ambivalent and often contradictory nature that the city of Panama retained throughout colonial 
times. Originally founded in 1519 by the notorious Pedro Arias de Ávila –better known as Pedrarias 
Dávila (Mena Garcia 1996; Tejeira 1996)- Panama was the first European settlement to take roots 
on the shores of the South Sea, at the narrowest point of the Isthmus of Tierra Firma (Figure 15). 
The city initially thrived on gold mining and pearl fishing, for which considerable numbers of African 
slaves were introduced into the province since the earliest 16th century. By the 1530s, however, gold 
and pearls exploitation declined (Mena Garcia 1992:60), as Panama became the main launching 
port for the military campaigns leading to the conquest and colonization of the kingdom of Peru. 
Consequently, from the 1540s onwards, the city of Panama developed into the principal 
transshipping point of the Americas, through which all the silver flowing out of the rich mines of 
Potosi was channeled and shipped towards Europe. Throughout the second part of the 16th century, 
Panama grew as a key component of the coordinated system of convoys and fairs through which the 
Spanish colonial trade operated (Mena Garcia 2001; Castillero Calvo 2008). Each spring, the 





that of Portobello73 , where loads of European goods where disembarked to be sold in some of the 
greatest annual fairs to be held in the Atlantic world. At the same time, silver-laden ships sailed from 
el Callao towards Tierra Firma. Their precious cargo was unloaded in Panama, and reloaded on 
mule trains shuttling along impossible trails cutting through the jungle to the Caribbean.  
At the end of each fair season, the Spanish Treasure Fleet returned to Spain, gorged with 
gold, silver, and other things colonial that European people were learning to collect and desire, 
while Peruvian merchants sailed back home with their harvest of precious Old World materialities 
that were essential to the maintenance of Spanish colonial lifestyles (Mena Garcia 1998; Serrano 
Mangas 1985).    
By the turn of the 17th century the city of Panama had fully assumed the role that has never 
left it since –that of a place of passage at the crossroads of the most important trade route in the 
Western world. As chronicler Pedro Cieza de Leon keenly observed as early as the 1520s, few, if 
any, planned to remain in Panama for longer than it took to make a decent fortune (Cieza de León 
2000 [1540]). As a colonial urban center, the city was, thus, only looked at with contempt and, 
perhaps because of that, never granted the defensive system it required for its survival.   
                                                
73 Portobello was founded in 1597 following the downfall of Nombre de Dios, sacked by Francis Drake in 1596. 
Plans to transfer the Caribbean terminal of the transisthmian route to the bay of Portobello had been considered 
since Antonelli’s instructions, dating to 1586. However, when Italian traveler Francesco Carletti arrived on the coast 
of Tierra Firma in August 1594, he noted that orders had recently been given to dismantle Nombre de Dios in order 






Figure 15. The Pacific coast of Central and South America between Panama and Peru. Adapted from Castillero (2009). 
 
Having seen more silver bullion milling around its streets than any other city of its time, 





the material essence of the colonial project was stockpiled in the form of stale wines, spoilt flour, 
and moldy velvets on the move. Only receiving the crumbs of the baroque excesses circulating 
through its harbor, Panama would, however, gain a fabulous reputation beyond the borders of the 
Spanish empire: for those who did not know it, its name, enchanting and alluring, stuck to the 
tongue and rang in the ear as a wonderful transubstantiation of El Dorado (Earle 2007). This could, 
in actual fact, not be farther from reality.  
 
A Sickly Wooden Town 
 
By the time Justiniano Justiniani and Agustín Grillo disembarked in Portobello, in the first 
days of March, 1663, a good number of historical accounts describing what was awaiting them 
across the Isthmus had been written and even published in Spain (Fernández de Oviedo y Valdez 
1853 [1529]; Cieza de León 2000 [1540]). It is uncertain, however, how likely the Asiento’s factors 
were to have become acquainted with such texts, when nowhere in Domingo Grillo’s palace in 
Madrid was to be found a volume on the history of the Spanish Indies (see chapter 5). Still, word-
of-mouth was certainly more effective than any other briefing method to spread both myths and 
realities about colonial life in the New World. Thus, it seems evident that Grillo and Lomelin’s 
agents were definitely not sailing towards the unknown. As a matter of fact, any oral description that 
Justiniano Justiniani and his party may have heard about their future abode was evidently more 
accurate for the period than any of the written chronicles produced in the16th and early 17th 
centuries. However, these accounts, which were already dated in Justiniani’s times, are the only 
historical sources we can rely on at present to get a sense of what life was like in the old city of 





probably Oviedo’s, which, dating back to 1529, depicted Panama as a small, incipient cluster of 
about seventy wooden shacks. Subsequent accounts, notably by Cieza de León (1540) and Criado 
de Castilla (1575) testify to the town’s slow, yet steady growth despite the somewhat limiting nature 
of its location. As all chroniclers remarked, Panama was built at the edge of water, and was enclosed 
between two brackish streams and a putrid, seasonal marsh which would both constrain its 
expansion and contribute to vitiate its air. By 1586, the year military engineer Juan Bautista 
Antonelli drew the first of two known maps of old Panama (Mena Garcia 1992:86) :86, the city had 
developed into a small, but densely populated, L-shaped urban center consisting of four streets 
running east to west, parallel to the coastline, plus seven other running north to south74(figure 16).  
                                                
74 Most early accounts coincide in saying that, because of their particular orientation, streets in the city were too hot, 
because they were too much exposed to the blazing sun of the tropics (see Cieza de León 2000). However, Fray 
Antonio Vázquez de Espinosa ([1628] 1942:301) also noted that streets running North to South could be cooled by 
the winds which normally blew in that direction. Later descriptions of the city indicate that many streets in town 







Figure 16.  Map of Panama by Juan Bautista Antonelli (1586). Museo Naval de Madrid. 
 
 
At the city’s easternmost end, a small, shallow cove sheltered the port of la Tasca75, at the 
entrance of which stood a rocky promontory capped with a fortified complex of official buildings –
las Casas Reales, or royal houses. Antonelli’s map also showed the location of the city’s plaza mayor –
or main plaza, on which stood the Cabildo –or town hall, and the cathedral, dedicated to the cult of 
                                                
75 The poor quality of Panama’s original harbor has been widely discussed by Mena García (1992:61) and Castillero 
(2006). On the first hand, because the coast of Panama is home to some of the strongest tides in the Pacific, vessels 
anchored in the bay of the old city were regularly left beached at low-water. As Carletti eloquently noted in the late 
16th century: “This port of Panama is marvelous for the enormous flood and ebb of that sea, which, when retiring, 
leaves bare three or four miles of that coast. And then the new water returns with such fury every twelve hours –
taking six hours to wane and six to wax –that a man on a running horse could escape only with great difficulty from 
the waves at the beginning of that flood. For that reason large ships cannot remain in that port (Carletti [1594] 
1964:32-33). On the other hand, soon after the foundation of the city, it was observed that the port of Panama was 
being silted up because of both natural and artificial sedimentation processes. Documents suggest that, in the 1530s 
the port could take vessels of up to 65 tons in tonnage; by the turn of the 17th century, however, ships of more than 
10 or 13 tons could not enter the harbor. Thus, Panamanians started using an alternative harbor on the islet of Perico 
–situated a few miles to the West, where is now the entrance to the Panama Canal- where both passengers and 
merchandise were transshipped to smaller boats and taken to La Tasca. By the 1630s, the port was so shallow that 
even these smaller boats had to unload their cargo on la Playa Prieta –the dark-sand beach, situated to the west of 





Santa Maria la Antigua. Other buildings identified on the drawing corresponded to other public and 
religious buildings, such as the meat market, the hospital of Saint Sebastian, the convent of the 
Jesuits, and those of Santo Domingo, San Francisco, and La Merced. Finally, on the northern 
outskirts of the city, Antonelli included an area of shacks –or bohíos, surrounding the little chapel of 
Santa Ana.         
Thirteen years after Antonelli’s visit to Panama, his nephew, Cristóbal de Roda, produced a 
second map of the colonial town (Mena Garcia 1992:86) :86 which, because of its cleaner look, has 
often been used as a standpoint to discuss the general aspect of the city by the turn of the 17th 
century (figure 17). While Roda’s map represents some later buildings that were essential landmarks 
in old Panama at the time of its destruction, such as the nunnery of La Concepción and the convent 
of San José, its overall accuracy has recently become a subject of debate among historians interested 
in the spatial evolution of the city (Löbbecke and Tejeira Davis). It is not, however, my intention to 
engage in that discussion here, further than pointing out the fact that, interestingly enough, the large 
volume of archaeological information recovered on the site of the city in the past ten years has rarely 
been taken into account in debates focusing on the constant transformations that old Panama’s 







Figure 17.  Map of Panama by Cristóbal de Roda (1610). Archivo General de Indias, Seville. 
 
Two Maps, Two Texts 
 
Despite their inconsistencies and limited degree of detail, Antonelli and Roda’s maps both 
constitute fascinating historical sources which, quite fortunately, are roughly contemporaneous and 
can easily be articulated with some of the most evocative accounts of old Panama that have survived 
up to the present. These are two extraordinary documents released by the local Audiencia –or 
provincial court- in response to an extensive interrogatory propounded by the Council of the Indies 
in the first decade of the 17th century76 . Dating to 1607 and 1610, these texts contain the substance 
of most of what is known today about the overall urban nature of Old Panama at the time of its 
apogee, including precious data with regards to the type and number of buildings in it, and the 
                                                
76 The complete titles of these documents are: “Descripción de Panamá y su Provincia, sacada de la Relación que 
por mandado del Consejo hizo y embió aquella Audiencia” (1607); and “Descripción corográfica de algunos lugares 





ethnic composition of its permanent population. According to the 1607 official statement, the city 
counted then 5,768 people, 80% of which were Africans or of African descent (Castillero Calvo 
2006:303). In total, 3,721 African slaves were reported to live in or around Panama at that point, 
thus constituting an overwhelming majority in the demographic map of the region77 . About the 
urban features of the city, the 1607 report indicates that there were 332 houses within the 
boundaries of the town. Most of these buildings were two-storied structures roofed with clay tiles, 
among which only eight were either totally or partially built of stone (Panamá 1908:140).  
The Audiencia’s 1610 report does not add much to the former one in terms of the 
demographics of Old Panama. However, perhaps because it was produced right after Cristóbal de 
Roda’s map, this document insists on the spatial distribution of the city rather than on the 
characteristics of its population, providing a detailed description of the actual dimensions of the 
town and the number of buildings lined up along its streets. On the basis of this information, it has 
been proposed that the settlement of Old Panama spread over some 50 hectares, only 30% of which 
were actually occupied by private domestic units (Mena Garcia, 1992:86; 194). It is, again, not my 
purpose here to go through an in-depth analysis of a set of documents that have already been 
thoroughly studied by a significant number of authors. Let it suffice to say that, by the 1640s, when 
Juan Requejo y Salcedo (1908 [1640])78  wrote the last comprehensive description available for the 
old city of Panama, the town basically retained most of its original urban traits. As did all of his 
                                                
77 The 1607 description of Panama indicates that the white population in town was composed of 548 vecinos –i.e. 
white, male adults-,  among which 495 were Spanish in origin and 63 American-born. There were 53 foreigners in 
the city – 31 Portuguese, 18 Italian, 2 Flemish, and 2 French. There was a total of 303 white women, 78 of which 
were American-born. In sum, the white population of Panama added up to 1,214 people. While there were only 27 
Indians and 64 mestizos living within the limits of the city, the number of people of African descent was quite 
impressive: Panama counted 79 quadroons; 286 mulattos; 16 zambaigos (i.e. people of mixed Indian and African 
descent); 361 free blacks and 3,721 black slaves. 
 
78 Juan Requejo y Salcedo was a priest and maestrescuela –or rector, of the cathedral in Panama. It is, therefore, not 
surprising that his description of what the city looked like in the mid-17th century revolves around religious life 





predecessors, Requejo y Salcedo deemed it worthy to comment on the fact that Panama was almost 
entirely made of wood. While there were only eight masonry buildings reported in the Audiencia’s 
account of 1607, Requejo’s text suggests that, thirty years later, no more than twenty other stone 
dwellings had been constructed.     
 
“More solid than those in stone” 
 
The reason why early Panamanians resisted royal ordinances recommending Spanish 
colonists to build their houses in stone, is still a matter of debate. The lack of stone outcrops around 
the city can be easily ruled out as an explanation for the absence of masonry buildings in old 
Panama, for historical evidence clearly indicates that quarries were not only known and exploited 
around the old town, but that Panamanian stone was deemed so good and suitable for construction 
that it was regularly exported to Lima as building material (Mena García 1997:47). Moreover brick, 
tile, and lime kilns also seem to have existed in the vicinity of the city, at least since the 1540s, for 
which, contrary to what Panamanian authorities pleaded, the dearth of these materials did not really 
justify the building practices prevailing in town (Mena García 1992:118). It is, of course, true that 
excellent tropical hardwoods were readily available throughout the Isthmus: timber, both ordinary 
and precious, was also one of the few products that Panama exported to Peru in exchange for a 
considerable share of the foodstuffs the city lived on (Mena García 1997:32). Despite its availability, 
however, wood was not necessarily a cheap building material in Old Panama: even the hardest wood 
did not long resist the damp, tropical climate of the Isthmus, and wooden structures required 





Mena García indicates, climatic factors could, precisely, be one of the best reasons explaining the 
prevalence of wooden architecture in the province of Tierra Firma (Mena García 1997:33).  
Requejo y Salcedo presents yet an additional justification for the ubiquity of wood 
constructions in Panama when, referring to Franciscan priest Juan de Fonseca’s memoir of the 
terrible earthquake striking the city in 1621, he notes that flexible wooden structures had resisted 
the tremor much better than those made of stone. In a brief assessment of local building techniques, 
Requejo makes the following observations: 
“The ancient founders of this city, based on their previous knowledge [of earthquakes], or 
because of the shortage of building materials, or because of the place’s excessive heat, made all their 
dwellings, temples, and royal houses, of boards and planks, in a quite artful manner and disposition. 
On hollow stone pillars, they place wall posts made of different types of hardwood – such as the maría, 
cocobola, níspero and guayacán (because in terms of cedar and precious timber this city outdoes all those 
in Peru); on the said pillars they place their joists and girders, attaching one to the other with small 
timber pieces they call tie beams; and in such way they double or triple the height of their buildings, 
enclosing them with planks and nails. All this timber is tightly fastened together with nails wherever 
need there is, and the girders and quadrants tied with spikes, and rafter nails when necessary, so when 
all this is braced together with planks, these houses are more solid than those made of stone”.79 
 
Such was, then, the rather unimposing appearance of the city which, by March 1663, 
Justiniano Justiniani would encounter upon his arrival on the shores of the South Sea. Panama was, 
moreover, most probably not looking at is best in those days, for the city was just emerging from a 
severe period of recession caused by an unfortunate succession of events. According to Castillero 
                                                
79 “Los antiguos fundadores de esta ciudad, con experiencia de algun casso semejante, o por falta de materiales o por 
los calores excessivos, hicieron los edificios para su morada, templos y cassas reales con maderos y tablas, con tan 
lindo arte y disposicion que assientan sobre vasos de piedra los pilarotes o estantes de maderas valientes, maria 
cocobola, nispero o guayacan (que en maderaje precioso, cedro muy fino y abundancia de el hace ventaja esta 
ciudad a todas las del Piru); sobre los estantes ponen sus maderos y vigas, y de una a otra unos maderos delgados 
que llaman varas, y desta manera doblan dos veces o tress us edificios; cercanlo todo de tables, con clavos que 
llaman de barrote, los maderos tan trabados entre si unos con otros con clavos de escora y media escora, conforme 
son menester, y las soleras y quadrantes con clavos de a dos tercias, que llaman encolamenta, y donde son menester 
de alfaxia, y despues abrazados con las tables vienen a quedar las casas tan firmes y con tanta fortaleza que hacen 






(2003:46;2006), starting in the 1640s, a series of bankruptcies, fires, epidemics and shipwrecks had 
sapped the local economy to the point that many prominent merchant families had opted to move 
to more prosperous lands. For Castillero, this profound and prolonged internal crisis was also 
intimately linked to the suppression of the slave trade to the Spanish colonies, following the 
Portuguese revolt of 1640, for which the establishment of Grillo and Lomelin’s Asiento in 1663 
should have been welcomed as a healthy symptom of economic recovery. Yet, as we have seen, 
informal and illegal networks of transatlantic human traffic were so active at the time that the slave 
trade would never really stop between the 1640s and the 1660s. For this reason, the Grillos’ agents 
had no reason to be well received by colonists, either in Panama or elsewhere in the New World.   
 
A Stately Mansion for the Genoese  
 
It has been argued that, upon their arrival in Tierra Firma, Grillo and Lomelin’s agents 
commissioned a splendid stone building to serve as their principal headquarters in the city of 
Panama (Castillero Calvo 2006:587). Tradition has it that the house was located in the port area of 
the city, although no document specifying its whereabouts has been found to this date. There has 
been considerable license involved in the historical characterization of the house where Justiniano 
Justiniani and Agustín Grillo once lived, part of which is undoubtedly related to the fanciful 
description that Alexander Exquemelin (1684) made of it in his memoirs of Henry Morgan’s raid 
across the Isthmus:  
“The Genoeses had in this City of Panama a stately and magnificent House, belonging to their 
Trade and Commerce of Negro’s. This building likewise was commanded by Captain Morgan to be set 
on Fire; whereby it was burnt to the very ground. Besides which pile of Building, there were consumed 
to the number of 200 Ware-houses, and great number of Slaves, who had hid themselves therein, 






Exquemelin, as we know, was quite fond of exaggeration and would miss no chance to 
magnify the worth of Henry Morgan’s expedition, perhaps in an attempt to compensate the rather 
meager booty that pirates would recover in the smoking ruins of old Panama (Earle 2007). Enlarged 
and glamorized as it obviously was, Exquemelin’s fleeting reference to the fancy mansion of the 
Genoese quickly turned into a legend that grew up as it was passed from generation to generation. 
Thus, by the turn of the 20th century, popular tradition had it that the House of the Genoese was 
more than a rich abode –it was a sordid slave market where hundreds of African captives were 
imprisoned, auctioned and sold (Herrera 1926). The fable of a giant slave mart run by cruel and 
ambitious Genoese was certainly enticing and, moreover, seemed supported by the existence, on the 
site of Old Panama, of a striking group of ruins that local lore remembered as la Casa de los Genoveses 
–the House of the Genoese.  
In 1919, in a commemorative publication celebrating the four hundred years of Old 
Panama’s foundation, Juan Bautista Sosa was probably the first author to report the existence on the 
site of some ruins corresponding to the House of the Genoese. However, Sosa challenged the 
description that Exquemelin had made of it since, he argued, there was no reason to believe that the 
city’s slave mart had ever been an especially fancy or safe construction80 . Beyond these basic 
reservations, Sosa did not contest the fact that a slave market could have operated in the city, within 
the building that had traditionally been designated as the House of the Genoese81 . Less than a 
                                                
80 In Sosa’s own words, a warehouse for slaves did not need to be a palace, for any shack could have provided 
African captives a better and more comfortable shelter than the grim holds of a slave ship. Further, Sosa was of the 
opinion that no particular security measure were needed to control newly arrived African slaves, because, not being 
yet familiar with the land they had been brought to, these were rarely rebellious and could easily be subdued with 






decade after the publication of Sosa’s work, Juan de la Cruz Herrera (1926) edited a tourist guide of 
Panama la Vieja containing a short reference to the House of the Genoese. Herrera spoke of it as a 
spectacular construction which had, regrettably, served the needs of business as despicable as the 
slave trade. Thus, in an eloquent conclusion to the short section he dedicated to the story of the 
building, Herrera noted: 
“If the great fire of Old Panama had only razed this monument to infamy, then it 
should be blessed as the herald of civilization”. (Herrera 1926:33. My 
translation). 
 
Herrera’s guide included a small map, drawn after Cristóbal de Roda’s sketch, which 
situated the House of the Genoese on the east side of the street known as la Calle de los Calafates.82  
(figure 18). Even though he failed to indicate the correct location of building on his updated version 
of de Roda’s map, Herrera has the merit to have been the first to mention the concrete location of 
the ruins that were traditionally designated as the House of the Genoese83 . By the end of the 20th 
century, all guides and descriptions of the ruins of Old Panama had rectified Herrera’s cartographic 
                                                                                                                                                       
81 Sosa, however, warned his readers that the popular naming of the building was incorrect for, to his knowledge, no 
Ligurian merchants had been controlling the slave trade in Old Panama by the time of its destruction. Sosa was, in 
fact, misinformed about the dates of Grillo and Lomelin’s asiento, which he believed had operated between 1652 
and 1659. 
 
82 La Calle de los Calafates –the caulkers’ street- ran parallel to the shoreline of San Judas Cove, in the easternmost 
end of the city. According to Vázquez de Espinosa, because of its oblique orientation, this street was not exposed to 
the north winds and was believed to be one of the hottest ones in town (Vázquez de Espinosa [1628] 1942:301). In 
their official report of 1610, local authorities reported that the street was two hundred and sixty four steps long and 
ended in the marshy shore of the cove. There were, according to the report, fourteen houses on the right side of the 
street, and nineteen on the left (pp 83). It has also been suggested that the first synagogue in the city operated 
illegally on the second floor of a barber shop located on this street (Osorio 1980).      
 
83 Herrera’s description of the overall aspect of the House of the Genoese provides some intriguing details about the 
structure which no one after him would mention. In particular, Herrera indicated that, for security reasons, the 
building had only two entrance doors. In the light of this research, this information is actually correct, but Herrera 
would not have not been able to figure it out in the absence of specific historical and archaeological data he most 
probably did not have. In fact, it is likely that, by the early 20th century, some features of the House of the Genoese 






slip, eliminating any doubt that could subsist as to the existence, function and location of the 
legendary dwelling of the Genoese. In time, thus, and despite Sosa’s early, if insubstantial caveat, the 
myth of la Casa de los Genoveses would not only be preserved: it would be strengthened, even by the 
best historical studies of Old Panama. Therefore, seemingly sanctioned by Panamanian 
historiography, tradition and oral memory encouraged me to trust the ruined shell of the House of 
the Genoese as a valid starting point to understand Agustín Grillo and Justiniano Justiniani’s life 
through an archaeological approach to their object world. 
 
Figure 18. The first tourist's plan of Old Panama, published by J.C. Herrera in 1926. The location of the House of the 









Spaces and Places, Past and Present 
 
Building upon the fragile certitude of having reunited the Grillos’ agents with what once 
constituted their lived space (sensu Lefebvre 1991), I will now momentarily step away from 
traditional historiography, dropping the crutches of written texts in my attempt to interrogate the 
House of the Genoese as a powerful chronotope (Bakhtin 1981 :84-85), a unique spatial and 
temporal referent within which the story of the transatlantic slave trade can be invoked, and unfold 
in the form of a specific, and richly textured object lesson. The complicated relationship existing 
between spatial and social formations is a problem that has been acknowledged and intensively 
addressed in the social sciences throughout the past decades (Tilley 1994; Bender 2001; Küchler 
1993; Ashmore 2004; Ashmore and Knapp 1999; Soja 1996). The many different theoretical 
postures from which spaces and places, past and present, have been conceived and described as 
socially meaningful constructs, however, all coincide in highlighting the fact that social actors live in 
a state of permanent, practical engagement with the spatial realities they inhabit (Ingold 2000; 
Tilley 1994:9):9. The fluid, but often tense relational process linking socially conscious agents to 
their spatial surroundings is the force underpinning the definition of landscapes, past and present, as 
dense, and unstable networks of interwoven places within which social life can acquire a spatial 
dimension. Landscapes are, thus, continually structured and restructured through human praxis; 
they can be conceived as complex amalgams of what Tim Ingold (1993; 2000:195) has referred to as 





through which people establish and assume particular ways of being in the world (sensu Heidegger 
1997).    
Urban contexts represent a unique sort of landscape that has long fascinated social theorists 
(Soja 1996), perhaps because of their unrivaled ability to instantiate human beings’ capacity to 
shape their space at will, even in apparent contradiction to the forces of nature. As the fundamental 
unit composing urban landscapes, the house may be approached as an especially clear example of the 
way in which, as Simmel states, people extend their volitional sphere over the physical world 
through the deliberate act of building, understood as a performative ability to connect and 
disconnect formerly unbounded spaces (Simmel 1997:66):66. While the ontological dimension of 
domestic spaces has long been recognized in anthropology and archaeology (Bourdieu 1972; Carsten 
and Hugh-Jones 1995; Leach 1997), both disciplines have found it difficult to understand the 
spatial notion of the house beyond the limits of functionalist or structuralist analyses. Therefore, 
most investigations on the nature of domestic architecture have aimed at demonstrating the 
structuring nature of built spaces (Kent 1990:2-3):2-3. As a result, along with other instances of 
public and private constructions, the house has often been depicted as a constraining model ensuring 
the perpetuation of socially correct behaviors (Bataille 1997:21):21, or as an efficient vehicle for the 
creation and reproduction of particular technologies of power (Funari and Zarankin 2002; Singleton 
2001; Foucault 1997).  
For authors like Bachelard (1957), however, the house is a privileged ground to study the 
phenomenology of space because, as an organic, multilayered spatial formation, it can shelter and 
spare the most intimate recollections associated with the dwelling process. Memories, Bachelard 
claims, are motionless and are always attached to particular places, for which each portion of the 





house, thus, largely constitutes a metaphysical experience for its description can never be complete 
from a phenomenological standpoint: as Bachelard observes, to narrate a house as a lived space is 
like providing clues about a secret that cannot be fully broken (Bachelard 1957:31). Ultimately, this 
claim seems particularly germane to an archaeological context such as the House of the Genoese, 
which will always retain some of its mysterious nature as it reveals itself to the outsider. 
 
 
Making Choices  
 
The archaeological study of the House of the Genoese closely corresponds to what 
Bachelard (1957:31) describes as a topoanalysis –an approach to the intimacy of spaces through the 
disclosure of the memories to which they are attached. There are, to be sure, infinite different ways 
to experience the ruined, scarred, and yet dignified features of a dwelling place that has become a 
material myth. I have chosen to recompose the story of this myth through a strategic shuffling of 
data that largely obliterates the technical and methodological conditionings of archaeological 
research. In other words, neither the remaining sections of this chapter, nor this dissertation as a 
whole, have been conceived in the form of a final field report, in part because the amount of 
archaeological information recovered within the context of this study is so large that, to this date, it 
has only been possible to analyze it at a very superficial level.  
In my effort to shape an appropriate spatial environment to evoke Justiniano Justiniani’s life 
project, I have made analytical choices that may appear arbitrary in the light of traditional 
archaeological practice. This is not the appropriate place to unroll lengthy and uninviting 





indulge in a reading of the past that, as scientifically-based as it technically is, fully assumes its 
subjective and emotional nature. However, it is worth stating right from the onset that the oversized 
set of materials from which these choices derive was recovered, identified and sorted following strict 
archaeological protocols; throughout the past three years, each artifact, faunal remain, layer, or 
feature excavated within the spatial unit of the House of the Genoese was inventoried and 
incorporated into a complex and versatile geographical information system that is yet to release 
much of the new, relational data it should be capable of generating. Although my engagement with 
the analytical possibilities that this system can offer is still limited at this point, the data bases upon 
which it was constructed should be perceived as a powerful reification of what has been my personal 
interaction with the complicated issue of the slave trade, as it might have been experienced in the 
last years of the old city of Panama.   
 
 Stone Plants at the Beach 
 
Today, the House of the Genoese is an alluring compound of broken walls, standing on the 
edge of a shore that is no more (figure 19). Silt, sand and mud have finally defeated the furious high-
tides of the South Sea, transforming the former cove of San Judas into a verdant grove where all 
kinds of wild, tropical species find themselves at home –including squirrels, possums, eagles, 
woodpeckers, parrots, white cranes, turtles, iguanas and snakes. Above all, tarantulas and ants 
appreciate the cozy shelter of old rubble, the shade of coral-bean trees and, in general, of the 
exuberant vegetation crawling into the House of the Genoese from its easternmost flank. Indeed, 





dawn of time and who, to paraphrase Bachelard, have become beings of the earth, fabulous stone 
plants that nourish themselves on the soil and water of the underground (Bachelard 1958:40).  
 
Figure 19. The silted-up cove of San Judas seen from the House of the Genoese. 
 
As such, the House of the Genoese may give us a good idea of what the site of Old Panama 
looked and felt like when, in the early 20th century, it was still overgrown by a secondary rainforest, 
insidiously intertwining with the tortured remains of the colonial town (figure 20). More than three 
centuries after it was lost to fire, the House of the Genoese has become a true archaeological object, 
an artifact whose social significance must be retrieved, reconnected, and reinterpreted so as to serve 
the needs of a socially relevant process of remembrance.  
A house is in no way an ordinary object of study: it is a potent network of condensed lived 
spaces and, perhaps, the most powerful expression of the intrinsically human sense of dwelling 





focusing on colonial houses is still rare, aside from occasional surveys associated, for example, with 
the restoration of the abodes of venerated national heroes (Therrien 2008; Gaitán Ammann 2005). 
In real fact, as a rule of thumb, it is safe to posit that Latin American historical archaeology, 
incipient as it is, has given much less attention to the study of domestic spaces of historical periods 
than to the excavation of large public or religious buildings which are generally recognized as 
important containers of cultural heritage (Therrien et al. 2002) (Gaitán Ammann and Lobo 
Guerrero Arenas 2008, 2008).  
 







Archaeological research carried out in the ruins of Old Panama since 1996 (Rovira 2001; 
Mendizábal 1999; Martín in press) is certainly no exception to the norm, and has tended to 
concentrate on the most visible remains still standing at the site, such as the main plaza (Brizuela 
1998; Mendizábal 1997) , the cathedral and its emblematic bell tower, the church and nunnery of la 
Concepción (Martín 2001; Garcés Vargas 2008), the hospital of San Juan de Dios (Scholkmann et 
al. 2006), and the convents of San Francisco and of the Jesuits (Lobbecke and Tejeira Davis 2007) 
84 . 
 
Figure 21. House of the Genoese: standing walls 
 
                                                
84 The Old Panama Archaeological Project – Proyecto Arqueológico Panamá Viejo was founded in 1995 under the 
patronage of the Old Panama Trust (Arango 2006). The first large-scale, systematic excavations in the ruins of Old 
Panama were carried out on the following year under the direction of Dr Beatriz Rovira. Archaeological 
investigations at the site have been continuous ever since, and have become one of the leading projects in historical 
archaeology at the Latin American level. The goals, theoretical perspectives and overall achievements of the Old 
Panama Project have been described in detail in several publications over the last few years (Rovira 2001; 





 Few domestic spaces have been investigated within the limits of the city, normally as 
inclusions to large, overarching projects aiming at the stabilization and conservation of architectural 
remains, or during the recovery of the original layout of the colonial town (Campos Carrasco and 
Durán Ardila 2006). The archaeological study of the House of the Genoese has been, in that sense, 
different from previous investigations conducted in Old Panama, for it specifically addresses the 
domestic nature of a particular group of ruins, and is not dependent on any other architectural or 




The archaeological survey at the House of the Genoese has, none the less, been one of the 
most intensive and productive research programs carried out on the site of Old Panama so far: 
throughout a period of eight months of fieldwork, distributed over the dry seasons of 2007 and 
200885 , 47 excavation units and trenches were strategically placed within the domestic compound of 
the Genoese (figure 22). The survey area covered approximately 472 square meters, 73% of which 
were excavated by cultural strata. Day after day, the forgotten features of the House of the Genoese 
were uncovered in what took the form of a hide-and-seek game, a fragmented dialogue that was, 
much to my chagrin, never as fluid and eloquent as I would have wished. More often than not, the 
house proved to be a moody and capricious partner in this research, reluctantly revealing secrets in a 
lukewarm, coded language that was not always possible to translate.   
                                                
85 In Panama, the dry season or verano goes from late December through April or early May, at most. Excavations at 
the House of the Genoese were carried out between late January and early April in 2007, and between mid-January 






Figure 22. Location of the archaeological excavations carried out at the House of the Genoese. Black lines in the 
background represent all the walls identified within the domestic compound, including standing walls and buried 
foundations located through excavations.   
 
In July 2006, in an effort to design a field program focusing on the most promising 
archaeological areas of the site –such as kitchen middens, trash pits or house floors- an electrical 





reasons that are yet to be explained, however, this study yielded inconclusive results and did not 
reveal many of the structures or features that would later emerge from the subsoil of the House of 
the Genoese86 . In the absence of a good reflection of structural remains located below the present-
day surface of the house, excavations began in January 2007 as a trial and error quest that would 
initially release many more questions than answers as to the basic layout of the compound. In 
January 2008, a second field season was carried out at the site, concentrating this time on some of 
the most intriguing structural remains that had been identified the year before. Many of the 
excavations of 2008 actually aimed at exposing the principal floors and foundations of the house, 
including those corresponding to the main structure forming part of the domestic compound.   
 
A Stratigraphic Detour   
 
The two field seasons conducted at the House of the Genoese have amply documented the 
palimpsestic nature characterizing archaeological deposits in the site of Old Panama, where at least 
three different cultural occupations can normally be observed. Well before Panama was established 
on the shores of the South Sea, a significant Pre-Hispanic population inhabited the area (Biese 
1964), as attested by the rich funerary and domestic contexts uncovered in recent years around the 
main plaza and westernmost end of the colonial town (Mendizábal 1999; Martín 2007). The second 
horizon present at the site typically corresponds to a succession of cultural layers formed and 
transformed throughout the 152 years of existence of the first city of Panama. Topsoil layers usually 
                                                
86 The remote sensing study of the House of the Genoese was conducted by geophysicist Alexis Mojica, at the 
Universidad Tecnológica de Panamá (UTP). Electrical resistivity tests covered an area of approximately 1,735 
square meters, with stationary measurements taken at intervals of 1m. This survey was supplemented with two 
electrical tomographies showing cross sections of the site reaching a depth of 1,60m. (for a complete report of this 
survey see Mojica and Gaitán (2006); for further details about remote sensing surveys at the site of Old Panama, see 





complete this tripartite archaeological formation, and tend to be related to the disturbance of 
colonial deposits associated with the relatively recent reoccupation of the site of Old Panama. 
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Figure 23. Electrical resistivity map of the House of the Genoese, after Mojica and Gaitan Ammann (2006) 
 
A Landscape on the Move 
 
Although no specific Pre-Hispanic component was identified in the archaeological study of 
the House of the Genoese, this probably results from the sampling bias of a survey focusing on the 
last years of occupation of Old Panama. Yet because it lies on the periphery of the modern city 
outgrowths of Panamá Viejo, Villa del Rey and Puente del Rey, the House of the Genoese has been 
spared much of the tense, and sometime violent interaction opposing the monumental complex of 
Old Panama with the often rapacious population of neighboring areas. Still, as a constitutive part of 
a landscape on the move (Bender), the House of the Genoese has had to cope with its own share of 
archaeological desecrations. Three centuries after Captain Morgan’s sack, Panamanian military 





the south side of the main plaza. The military built an exercise ring and a large group of stables in 
the area of the old harbor, disturbing in passing the southernmost foundations of the House of the 
Genoese. Further, at some point in the late 1950s, people living around the military compound dug 
an outdoor privy in the backyard of the Genoese, causing some in-depth disturbance to the site 
during both the excavation and the refilling of the privy shaft. Finally, in recent times, a cement 
drain was installed throughout the eastern area of the city, causing some important damage to 
archaeological layers and features as it cut through the main structure of the House of the Genoese.  
 
An Archaeological Faux Pas 
 
Paradoxically enough, the most dramatic damage the House of the Genoese has suffered in 
the past decades was the result of a poorly documented survey carried out in 1982 by archaeologist 
Luis Almanza (1981). In order to determine if the ruins of the house were a good spot to construct a 
new office building for the National Institute of Tourism (IPAT), Almanza dug five extensive 
excavation units within the main structure of the compound.  Ultimately realizing the house’s great 
potential for archaeological research, Almanza discouraged any construction on the area of the ruins, 
but would never provide any map, photograph, or complete description of the rich artifact 
assemblage he recovered at the site. Unfortunately, the whereabouts of this archaeological material 
remain unknown to this date.  
Almanza proposed that the House of the Genoese had been constructed in the 16th century 
on top of an early colonial midden. The building, he stated, had originally had a thick mortar floor 
covered up with flat stones, which had eventually been replaced with another, thinner mortar 





abandonment and relocation of the city. Excavations carried out in 2008 on the same spots that 
Almanza tested confirmed that his reading of the stratigraphic sequence of the site was basically 
correct, for the entire House of the Genoese is built upon a large colonial midden probably formed 
throughout Old Panama’s first century of existence87 .  This is actually not surprising, taking into 
account that, according to Cristóbal de Roda’s 1609 map, the beach next to the House of the 
Genoese functioned at that time as some kind of public cooking area. The date of construction of 
the main structure in the compound is, however, still unclear, though most certainly later than the 
1620s. It seems reasonable to believe that an original building might have existed on the site in the 
first decades of the 1600s, sealing the level of the midden with a first mortar floor. This building was 
probably replaced with a larger masonry construction in the late 1640s, perhaps after the great city 
fire of 1644 (Castillero 2006:303)88 .  
                                                
87 By and large, this first archaeological horizon lies undisturbed in all the area of the House of the Genoese. It 
mainly consists of dense deposits of faunal remains, ceramics and metals lying in a matrix of pure, dark sand. In 
particular, ceramics recovered in this context correspond to a typical assemblage of materials dating to before the 
1620s, which has been discussed at length by Rovira in several publications (Rovira 2003, 2001; Rovira and Mojica 
2007; Rovira et al. 2006). Archaeological excavations at the House of the Genoese did not focus on this horizon, 
although the cultural material associated with it was used as a benchmark to characterize cultural deposits predating 
the construction and occupation of the domestic compound.  
 
88 Three archaeological observations seem to support this thesis: first, recent excavations at the House of the 
Genoese indicate that the fill separating the two floors originally described by Almanza contains a larger 
concentration of Seville blue-on-blue pottery than the rest of the site. The Seville blue-on-blue is a distinctive type 
of European-made majolica that is considered prototypical of early Spanish colonial sites (Goggin 1968; Lister and 
Lister 1974; Lister and Lister 1982; Deagan 1987). It is commonly accepted that this type of ceramics was first 
fabricated in Spain around 1550, and gradually fell in disuse after the 1630s. Second, in terms of the so-called tin-
glazed Panamanian earthenwares -or mayólicas panameñas (Rovira 2001, 2001; Rovira and Mojica 2007; Jamieson 
2001) the fill contains a larger proportion of the Panama blue-on-white type, which is normally considered later than 
the Panama plain type, but earlier than the Panama polychrome type. Thus, archaeological evidence seems to 
indicate that the fill was deposited after the Panama blue-on-white majolica had started to be produced, but before 
the Panama polychrome type had become dominant in local consumption patterns. Third, the fill also contained the 
entire base of a Kraak porcelain plate that was manifestly deposited there during the process of elevation of the 
floor. Kraak porcelain was made in China during the Wanli period (1572-1620) and was primarily produced for 
export to Europe until the fall of the Ming dynasty in 1644 (Pomper 2008; Shulsky 2002, 1998). All these data seem 






Insides and Outsides 
 
The archaeological survey conducted within the framework of this research provides some 
compelling elements to resolve, at least in part, the nebulous chronology of the House of the 
Genoese. Having evoked the stratigraphic data clearing up the temporal dimension of the site, it is 
now time to interrogate the house’s spatial distribution and to analyze the terms in which, once 
upon a time, it may have functioned as the most important hub of the slave trade in the Spanish 
colonial world. In the beginning of this project, it was evident that, for years, the two rectangular 
and partially walled spaces lying back to back at the crossroads of the harbor’s plaza and the Calle de 
los Calafates had been identified, alone, as the remains of the mythical mansion of the Genoese. 
However, beyond the architectural cluster formed by these larger ruins, an intriguing alignment of 
walls emerging from the rugged and overgrown terrain suggested that the House of the Genoese was 
more than just a single ruin, and that it actually represented one of the largest and more densely 
constructed lived spaces identified in Old Panama so far. One of the main objectives of the present 
archaeological research was, therefore, to reestablish the torn connections and disconnections 
existing in and around the building where, supposedly, the Grillos agents had lived.  
In 2007 and 2008, the spatial unity of the area was evaluated in the field, eventually 
confirming that the House of the Genoese was, in actual fact, a compound made of many different, 
interconnected buildings. This assertion is supported by, first, the existence of a perfectly continuous 
stone wall enclosing the whole site on its east side; second, by the presence of structural connections 
between the different spaces identified within the compound; and third, by the evidence of at least 





archaeological data suggest that, although the whole study area might have originally been composed 
of two or three individual land plots, these seem to have been merged by the mid to late 17th 
century, perhaps shortly after the main building in the compound was built.    
 
Residues and Archetypes  
  
As shown on figure 22, structural remains exposed within the context of this project indicate 
that the House of the Genoese comprised at least three distinctive yet interconnected spaces, which 
have been tentatively identified on the basis of historical, archaeological and architectural data: first, 
the domestic core of the compound, consisting of the main house, the main courtyard, and some 
adjacent service areas. Second, a large backyard containing several smaller buildings, including a few 
shacks, a semi-covered shed, and an isolated wooden cottage standing on a brick base. Third, an 
area of warehouses, consisting in a succession of long and narrow covered spaces, connected with 





     
Figure 24. A hypothetical reconstruction of the House of the Genoese. Model by José Luis Soto under the author’s 
direction. 
 
Archaeology was fundamental to reveal the extension, density and complexity of the built 
spaces in the House of the Genoese, many of which seem to have been wood or rammed-earth 
structures that are difficult to trace in the archaeological record. My interpretation of the spatial 
distribution of the compound is, of course, still hypothetical, for I lack many of the material data 
needed to formulate more definitive conclusions about the architectural evolution of the house and 
its appended buildings.  
Following architect Ernesto Moure (2007), I shall consider that leaning on architectural 
archetypes is not necessarily useful or even desirable when it comes to deciphering the logics and 
grammars of past lived spaces. According to Moure, the identification and classification of each of 
the structural elements composing a complex built space, such as the House of the Genoese, is not 
as relevant as the appreciation of the new and changing built reality that arises from their 





the residues of ancestral formal repertoires that, in the Spanish colonial context, were constantly 
challenged by a lack of technical resources and a shortage of well-trained labor force (Moure 
2008:17). Further, Moure’s posture echoes Amos Rapoport (1969) vision of vernacular architecture 
as a terrain of adjustments and variations to traditional building norms, in which constructions have 
no theoretical or aesthetical pretensions and easily accept changes and additions in response to 
particular problems posed by different social or natural environments (Rapoport 1969:5-6).  
Archetypes are, however, the only heuristic tool which has been employed so far to approach 
the logics of civilian architecture in the old city of Panama. In general, the few studies existing on 
the subject aim at demonstrating that domestic spaces in the old town were embodiments of the 
hierarchical and segregationist ideals upon which the Spanish colonial order was constructed. In 
particular, the layout of the Alarcón house, the best preserved and most easily readable civilian 
building in Old Panama, has been interpreted by Alfredo Castillero (2006) as an archetype of the 
local elite house, a fundamental spatial model in which each social and racial group was assigned a 
clearly delimited area within an organic built space89 . According to Castillero, while the front part 
and second floor of the Alarcón house were the domain of masters, the long, narrow space located at 
the rear of the building was the territory of slaves90 . The backdoor of the Alarcón house, Castillero 
adds, would have connected the slave quarters directly with the outside, so that their masters would 
have been spared the inconvenience of interacting too closely with them in what was supposed to be 
their white realm.  
                                                
89 Carlos Fitzgerald carried out excavations in the Alarcón House in 2000 but, unfortunately, no report of this survey 
exists. Thus, for the time being, little can be said about this building from an archaeological standpoint, in the 
absence of data testifying to its use and evolution as a lived space. 
 
90 Jaén Suárez has claimed that long, narrow, buildings with shed roofs were common in the back part of larger 
residences in the new Panamá City. Because of their distinctive shape, they were usually referred to as cañones –






Castillero’s image of the Panamanian elite house as a simple, socially and racially segregated 
built space should, needless to say, be approached with caution, for it tends to oversimplify the 
complex and fluid nature of social relations prevailing in the Spanish colonial world. As a matter of 
fact, as far as Old Panama is concerned, no historical or archaeological data have yet supported the 
existence of a model typifying the spatial features of an upper-class colonial dwelling. As we know, 
by the time of Panama’s destruction in 1671, there were only a few stone houses in town. To this 
date, apart from the Alarcón house and the House of the Genoese, only two other masonry houses 
have been identified within the ruins of the city. First, the Terrín Houses – or Casas Terrín, refer to a 
group of three, two-storied buildings enclosing the northern side of the main plaza. According to 
historical records, the houses were commissioned in the early 1600s by don Francisco Terrín and his 
wife Catalina, who wished to transfer their usufruct to the nunnery of La Concepción. The Terrín 
houses are some of the most visible ruins in the monumental complex of Old Panama and, 
consequently, have suffered a great amount of disturbance in recent years91 . At least 50% of the area 
of the Terrín houses was excavated in 1997 (Mendizábal 1997; Brizuela and Mendizábal 2001), 
revealing some of the original structure and flooring of the buildings, which seem to have included 
some warehouses at the rear and a few shop spaces at the front. However, despite intensive 
archaeological research at the site, the general layout of the Terrín compound is still difficult to 
interpret and, at this point, could hardly be the basis of a comparative analysis of the layout patterns 
prevailing in Old Panama.  
In 2006, Alfredo Castillero claimed he had identified what he deemed the most pristine 
model of an elite house in Old Panama in what he suggested were the ruins of the Casa Terrín-
Franco. According to Castillero, this somewhat smaller domestic unit situated north of the Jesuit 
                                                
91 For example, wall sections and structures such as arches, columns and wells have been added to the original ruins 





convent and west of the main plaza reproduced the archetype represented in the Alarcón house, but 
could be dated to the late 1500s (Castillero Calvo 2006). Preliminary archaeological research 
recently carried out at this site under the direction of Juan Guillermo Martín, however, indicates 
that the so-called Terrín-Franco house may not be as old as Castillero posits (Martin, Jaramillo, and 
Mojica 2009; Martin, Quesada, and Mojica 2009). On the one hand, the block in which the house 
is situated does not appear on any of the two existing maps of Old Panama, the latest of which dates 
to 1609. Therefore, if the ruin in question actually corresponds to the Terrín-Franco house, it 
would date to the second decade of the 17th century, at the earliest. On another hand, Martín’s 
archaeological survey demonstrated that the spatial distribution of the Terrín-Franco house does not 
quite match the layout of the Casa Alarcón. Instead of a main, frontal gate, the first section of the 
house presents a corner gate or rinconada, typical of shops or commercial spaces, and a lateral door 
leading into the building from a secondary street. Moreover the relation between the first section of 
the house, and what, according to Castillero’s typology would be the patio and the  service, or slave 
quarters is not clear at all, since there are no visible doorways connecting those two spaces. These 
simple observations tend to contradict Castillero’s representation of an archetypical house of the 
elite in Old Panama, which would be, in any case, difficult to support on the basis of the superficial 
study of only two buildings.       
 
Connections and Disconnections 
 
This quick survey of the scant historical and archaeological information available for the 
Alarcón, Terrín, and Terrín-Franco houses suggests that there are few fronts on which these 





the latter sets it apart from all the other civilian buildings identified in Old Panama so far: with 
roughly 2000 m2 in surface, the House of the Genoese more than doubles the area of the Alarcón 
house (920 m2) and almost triples that of the Terrín-Franco one (600 m2). In this surprisingly vast 
area for the standards of an early colonial town, the compound of the Genoese included, as we have 
seen, a large variety of accessory constructions set in a unique architectural layout resembling none 
of the spatial distributions observed elsewhere. While only the east and north walls of the main 
house still stand today, they suggest that the residence of the Grillo’s agents was a quite robust 
construction consisting of two floors, perhaps separated by a mezzanine. At the top floor level, the 
house appears to have featured a set of two large, arched windows opening on each of its four sides, 
such as those that can still be observed in the remains of the north wall. These windows did not only 
provide the house with natural light and a most necessary system of air cooling; they also offered a 
strategic view over the key areas its dwellers would have wanted to keep under surveillance: the 
service areas and warehouses to the north; the Royal Houses to the south; the South Sea to the east; 





         
Figure 25. Hypothetical reconstruction of the House of the Genoese, as it would have been seen from the South and the 
harbor’s plaza. Model by José Luis Soto under the direction of the author. 
 
Doors are, as Simmel recalls, the most powerful generators of space in architectural contexts, 
in the sense that they represent the two flip sides of the act of dwelling: doors both connect and 
disconnect, they embody the safety of seclusion and the evoke the promise of escape (Simmel 1997). 
A shut door, Simmel posits, is puissant because it can be opened and, therefore, has the potential to 
convey a stronger feeling of isolation than a solid wall (Simmel 1997:67):67. In the case of the 
House of the Genoese, excavations have shown that there were only two, adjacent doorways leading 
into the main building, one of which may only have been the entrance to a small shop. Further, 
while the main patio in the compound was accessible from the harbor plaza through a wide carriage 
gate, it was only connected to the slavers’ residence by a small, narrow door. At this point this is as 





for inner walls or features. This may suggest that the inner structure of the mansion of the Genoese 
was largely made of wood. Only isolated traces of post holes or column bases were identified in this 
space, and no remains of floors could be located, apart from those already reported by Almanza.  
Contrary to what was seen in other areas of the compound, no consistent layer of charred or 
broken tiles was found in the inside of the house, casting doubt on the type of roof the structure 
may have had. It is reasonable to think that, following the great fire of 1671, the core of the House 
of the Genoese was at least partially cleared up and reconstructed, which would account for the 
absence of consistent strata of tiles and ashes within that particular space. Nonetheless, the 
structural characteristics of the building’s surviving walls also suggest that, at least on its eastern 
side, the house may not have sported a tiled gable roof, but a flat one covered with a waterproof 
mortar coat that could have been used as a convenient watchtower92  (figure 26.). 
                                                
92 Flat roofs were not uncommon in Spanish colonial cities and, as Ernesto Moure observes (com. pers.), may even 
have prevailed in larger masonry constructions up to the 18th century. DeCorse has also noted the presence of   flat 
roofs in 17th century Elmina, where they seem to be associated with the Dutch occupation of the Gold Coast. 
According to DeCorse, (2001) flat roofs were particularly convenient, because they were less flammable than thatch 
roofs and could also be used as outdoor work spaces (DeCorse 2001:64-65). In Spanish colonial architecture, flat 
roofs were often adapted to serve as rainwater collection systems, something that would have been especially useful 
in a city like Panama, which suffered from a dearth of good drinking water sources and, paradoxically, was 





            
Figure 26. Hypothetical reconstruction of the House of the Genoese, as it would have been seen from the East and San 
Judas Cove  at high tide. Model by José Luis Soto under the direction of the author. 
 
A Fortress for the Slavers 
 
In many aspects, thus, the core of the House of the Genoese seems to have been more 
secluded and self-contained than other masonry houses in Old Panama. The building was an 
exceptionally sturdy structure, and may have served as some fortified vantage point from which 
slavers could watch the coast for approaching or departing ships, and be on the lookout for any 
suspicious activity developing on the outside but, also, in the inside of their domestic compound. As 
we have seen, the Grillo’s agents had many reasons to mistrust the goodwill of their fellow 
Panamanians; yet to consider that the slavers might have perceived their own lived space as an 
important source of threat is based upon the premise that, indeed, the House of the Genoese 





doors of their home, a wild and culturally alien world of domestic enemies thrived (see chapter 2). 
Only one door connected the main patio with the back part of the house, where the service areas –
identified as such because of the large amount of domestic refuse found concentrated in that space – 
operated as a buffer zone shielding the main residence from whatever danger might be looming 
beyond. Service areas, too, stood behind a transverse wall running from the seaside to the street, 
only interrupted towards its west end by a narrow passage giving into the backyard and warehouse 
spaces. 
 As extensive and varied as it was, the layout of the House of the Genoese denoted a 
consistent preoccupation for controlling circulation between the different areas of the compound. 
This may, perhaps, sound like an obvious defensive posture for daring merchants trafficking in living 
objects, which embodied a terrifying source of evil and an irresistible fortune fount at once. And yet, 
to what extent were the Grillos’ factors really ready to assume the risk of living with domestic 
enemies within? This is, indeed, a question that would be relevant to ask Agustín Grillo and  


















A Dispatch from Portobello 
 
 
It was at the stroke of eight that, in the evening of May 31st, 1666, don Juan Pérez de 
Guzmán received the dispatch from his lieutenants in Portobello, by which he, too, was officially 
requested to execute the seizure order Queen Mariana had delivered against the assets of the 
Genoese. Don Juan had no time to waste. Hoping to prevent the news from breaking in the city 
ahead of time, he arrested the courier who had brought in the royal message from across the 
Isthmus, and immediately called up his government officials to report for duty in the fortified 
complex of the Royal Houses. Upon informing his ministers of the pressing and grave nature of the 
situation, don Juan designated Alonso Casal y del Campo, the fiscal of the Real Audiencia, to lead an 
infantry squad to the residence of the Asiento’s agents, with the specific order to surround the house 
with soldiers before starting off with the execution of the royal mandate93 .  
It should have taken no more than three minutes for royal officials and their escort to exit 
the Royal Houses and cross through the harbor plaza to the House of the Genoese. There, records 
                                                
93 See: “Embargo e inventario de los bienes del Asiento en Panamá.” 31 de mayo a 1ero de junio de 1666. Dado en 





state, two guards were positioned at each of the two doorways in the building –the main entrance, and 
the gate opening into the patio- preventing anything or anyone from entering or leaving the 
compound. The royal officials then called out to the factors of the Grillos and stood out of the 
house for some time, waiting for them to come down. Not seeing or hearing from them, however, 
don Alonso Casal y del Campo and his colleagues from the Real Audiencia took an additional, 
transgressive step further in the fulfillment of their mission: they irrupted into the House of the 
Genoese and walked up a flight of stairs to the first floor of the building, where, by candlelight, they 
would initiate the seizure of Agustín Grillo and Justiniano Justiniani’s lived space.  
 
Silver Cravings by Candlelight 
 
Royal officials wasted no time in describing what the House of the Genoese looked like from 
the inside: they knew exactly what they had come to seek. In the main room of the slavers’ 
residence, they confiscated sixteen boxes lined in leather. Fifteen of them were loaded with reales94 , 
while the last one was, according to the Grillos’ agents, full of wrought silver items of all kinds. 
Royal officials went on and opened another coffer that was sitting in the room, in which they found 
two bags of silver coins roughly amounting to four thousand pesos. Having made a provisional 
inventory of those silver-laden boxes, royal officials turned their eyes towards the other objects 
populating the slavers’ living room. It was, no wonder, the dim shimmer of a silver lamp which 
would, first, capture their attention, not because of the tenuous light it radiated around the room, 
but because its gleaming, argentine body conveyed the power and the raison d’être of the colonial 
                                                
94 The real was, up to the 19th century, the currency unit of both Spain and its colonial empire. It was equivalent to 
34 maravedis –the maravedí being the smallest unit of account in the Spanish system. Coins minted in the colonies 
were generally silver ones and struck in denominations of ¼, ½, 1, 2, 4, and 8 reales. The peso was equivalent to 8 





province of Tierra Firma. In Panama, perhaps more than anywhere else, the force of silver resided, 
not in the rarity, function or beauty of the object in which it was shaped, but in the mutable and 
malleable nature of its materiality, in its capacity to speak any language and to adopt any form in 
order to fulfill the needs and desires of virtually everyone in the modern world (Stein and Stein 
2000; Portús Pérez 2007:26; Heredia Moreno 2007; Sánchez-Lafuente Gémar 2007; Castillero 
Calvo 2008). Thus, just like Panamanians, silver was not to stay on the shores of the South Sea: it 
had a vocation to travel and to circulate, it was bound to have many masters, and to outlive them 
all.   
The candles in the four silver candlesticks standing somewhere in the main room of the 
House of the Genoese may, however, not have been lit at the time of the seizure (figure 27). This is, 
perhaps, the reason why they initially escaped the attention of royal officials, who went on to list 
valuables such as two side tables and five studded leather chairs, which were certainly destined to be 
short-lived in the cursed climate of the Isthmus. Following the object lessons of their master in 
Madrid, Agustín Grillo and Justiniano Justiniani had clad their walls in powerful embodiments of 
status: a collection of nearly twenty paintings hung from the walls of their living room, in what, at a 
glance, could feel like an attempt to reproduce the brilliant, theatrical ambience of an early baroque 





                  
Figure 27.  Elements of two brass candle sticks recovered at the House of the Genoese. 
 
As we have seen elsewhere, the decorative choices that don Domingo Grillo made in his 
mansion in Madrid were quite evocative of the controlling role he sought to play in the highest 
political and financial spheres of the court of Spain (see chapter 5). His paintings described him as a 
man focusing on novelties rather than on genealogies, and on political transactions rather than on 
spiritual concerns. Thus, Domingo Grillo’s Madrilenian home was, for the most part, a stage for 
public performance, where intimate fears and doubts could disappear in the secret drawers of a 
cabinet on stand. In that sense, it could not be more different than the secluded House of the 
Genoese, besieged on all fronts by aloof and somber forces. Thus, it comes as no surprise to discover 
that all the paintings in the Grillos’ agents lived space represented pious and potentially protective 
portraits of saints.  
Although framed paintings may have well been worth a fairly large amount in the 
Panamanian market,95  royal officials were not willing to spend much time describing this fragile 
                                                
95 I base this estimate on a declaration dated September 12, 1667, by which captain Florián de Lusuriaga accused 
royal accountant Francisco Terán de los Ríos of extortion. A merchant in Portobello, Lusuriaga declared that, among 





objects of devotion: to be sure, paintings glittered less than silver in the middle of the Isthmian 
night, and none of the portraits was given a second look as the royal inspectors passed into what 
they described as no less than Justiniano Justiniani’s bedroom.  
 
In Justiniani’s Hideaway 
 
How could we resist fantasizing about the location of this room in the besieged fortress of 
the Genoese? As much as, in the case of the Grillo mansion, documents allow us to conjure up the 
colors, scents and textures of each one of the rooms composing don Domingo’s home, the 
materiality of his agents’ dwelling may only speak through the live experience of the ruined structure 
that it has become. Indeed, it falls on the few remains of Justiniano Justiniani’s refuge to evoke, 
today, the cracking of the rotting, wooden flooring of his bedroom, the tenacious dampness crawling 
up the plaster on its stone walls, and, above all, the suffocating heat wrapping the entire House of 
the Genoese in an oppressive, slimy sheath. Dampness and heat are, for that matter, quite 
appropriate sensations to invoke here, for they have been faithful companions throughout this 
examination of the material universe of the slave trade (cf. Taussig 2004:34). Through months and 
months of arduous labor in the field, I have become well acquainted with what chroniclers described 
as the sickliest climate in the world. I can also claim to have experienced, day after day, the 
penetrating odor of the silt left bare by the ebbing tides of what we now call the Pacific Ocean, on a 
beach that, in the late 1620s, the Jesuit priest Hernando de Padilla did not hesitate to describe as 
                                                                                                                                                       
one hundred pesos each (see AGI Escribanía 490A, pieza 4A, f23r). This is a quite significant amount, if one 
considers it is the sum Grillo and Lomelin were supposed to pay for each flawless slave –or pieza de Indias- they 





the worst one on Earth96 . Even though over three hundred years of changing sensitivities and bodily 
perceptions separate us from Justiniani’s material world, I cannot help but wonder how a native of 
the Apennines could have reacted to the overwhelming odor of the beach of la Tasca, as its putrid 
vapors sneaked into his bedroom, along with the cries of the seagulls and the exotic squawks of 
yellow parrots celebrating the beginning and the end of yet another day. This we may never know, as 
we cannot do much more than speculate about which of the large, arched windows in the House of 
the Genoese was the one corresponding to Justiniano Justiniani’s hideaway (figures 28 and 29) 
              
 
 
                                .   
Figure 28. A hypothetical reconstruction of the inside of what would have been either Agustín Grillo’s or Justiniano 
Justiniani’s bedroom in the House of the Genoese. Model by José Luis Soto under the author’s direction. 
 
                                                
96 See “Relación del viaje de Sr. Padre Hernando de Padilla y sus companyeros desde Sevilla a Lima.  Años 1628-





               
 
Figure 29. A hypothetical reconstruction of the second story of the House of the Genoese. Model by José Luis Soto under 
the author’s direction.  
 
Justiniano Justiniani’s bedroom may have been quite small and was devoid of any silver. It 
did not even have anything worthwhile hanging from the walls. Yet next to three leather chairs, on a 
bufete Justiniani might have used as his personal writing desk, royal officials would find something 
that, for the sake of their mission, surely shone as much as gold: it was the story of the Asiento, 
graciously offered to its foes in the form of all the records, books and deeds the Grillos’ agents had 
created and amassed since their arrival in Tierra Firma. Any other materiality sitting in Justiniano 
Justiniani’s most intimate lived space would have, of course, seemed irrelevant in comparison to this 





to unmask the fraudulent procedures of Domingo Grillo and Ambrosio Lomelin. As such, and 
because the Spanish law did not allow the seizure of anything considered basic for people’s daily 
service (Burns 2001), Justiniano Justiniani’s bed, fit with a mattress, two sheets, two pillows and a 
luxurious Italian quilt, was just listed in passing, and returned to him, along with two the two small 
chests in which he kept his clothes97 .  
 
The Canopy Makes the Difference 
  
Perhaps in a concession both to his higher social rank and to his authoritative position as the 
chief factor of the Asiento in Tierra Firma, don Agustín Grillo’s bedroom may have been slightly 
more spacious than Justiniano Justiniani’s . Yet it was also furnished with two clothing and linen 
chests, three chairs and a bufete. Evidently, it contained Agustín Grillo’s bed, which was duly fit with 
a mattress, two sheets, two pillows and a fine, two-sided Italian quilt, similar to the one adorning 
Justiniano Justiniani’s bedstead. In accordance to his social standing, however, Grillo’s bed laid 
beneath a canopy dressed in fine Italian silk. But most importantly, either sitting at his work table or 
resting on his bed, don Agustín was being protected and comforted by a potent, saintly presence –
that of Our Lady of Sorrows, whose framed image hung in his chamber, perhaps, as an apotropaic 
                                                
97 References to this legal stipulation can be found in the Siete Partidas code, more particularly in the fifth Partida, 
Title XIII, Law V –What Property Cannot be Encumbered Although the Owner May Place All his Possessions in 
Pledge. When a man pledges all his property, there are certain kinds which cannot be encumbered in this way. These 
are the following, namely; a concubine which a man keeps publicly in his house, and any children he may have by 
her; and any servants, or male or female slaves which he employs to serve him, and protect him, and bring up his 
children; and such articles as he needs ever day for his personal service pr that of his family, as, for instance, his 
bed, that of his wife, and all linen and kitchen utensils necessary for the service of the table, his arms and his horse 
[…]. In: Las Siete Partidas, Volume Four. Family, Commerce, and the Sea: the Worlds of Women and merchants. 






fetish imparting lessons of bravery and resilience to those fearing domestic enemies, thousands of 
miles away from home.  
Costly paintings, as holy as these could be, were not what officials were after on that hectic 
night of June: as soon as they entered in Agustín Grillo’s bedroom, the unbeatable force of silver 
would, once again, determine the order of things in the Isthmus. Sitting on don Agustín’s work 
table, a bar of pure silver, weighing over one hundred and fifty five marks98  would get the honor to 
be seized first, just before a small bunch of undetermined papers and notes. A silver crown, too, 
standing on another table next to a weighing scale, also caught the officials’ attention, although don 
Agustín reported it was only held in pawn for the sum of twenty-nine pesos.  
If we are to trust the steadiness of the inspectors, differences in the furnishing of Grillo’s 
lived space were slight, yet significant, for if Justiniani’s daily life may have gravitated to records and 
bookkeeping, don Agustín’s role seems to have been charged of harvesting the bullion in which 
African captives were transformed by the evil logic of the slave trade. This partition of labor between 
the Asiento’s agents, however, may not have been that clear, for don Agustín had his own share of 
deals with ink and paper. In a third chest located in his room, royal officials found a bunch of papers 
and decrees, along with a set of silver items they immediately seized; these included a salver and a 
matching drinking bowl –known as a bernegal (Sánchez-Lafuente Gémar 2007:226; Puerta Rosell 
1994:65) a small ewer –or rociador, two porringers -or escudillas, a syringe, three spoons, one fork, 
and two small silver plates. The latter, the factor said, were held in pawn for the sum of twenty-nine 
pesos99 . 
                                                
98 This is, 78 pounds and 4 ounces, or 36 kilograms.  This assayed silver bar was most certainly founded in the mint 
of Potosi. Its tally number was 117 and its fineness was estimated at 2,376 over 2400 –this is 99 per cent pure. 
99 On the description and function of late 17th century Spanish silverware, see Puerta Rosell (1994). The bernegal, in 






A Little Treasure Room 
 
Passing into a smaller room appended to don Agustín’s bedroom, royal officials adamantly 
pursued their census of all valuable objects in the House of the Genoese. Here, a balance and its set 
of nested weights stood next to a portable writing desk full of documents of all sorts, including 
vouchers, receipts, and administrative mandates, pledge agreements and a proxy signed by Joseph 
Bustanzo, the chief factor of the Asiento in Cartagena. But, most importantly, this last room was the 
place where the factors hoarded the material markers of their social worth. Two shell-shaped bowls, 
six basins, eighteen small dishes, a salver, a pitcher, one salt cellar, a chocolate cup –or tembladera-
(see chapter 5), eight spoons, four candlesticks, a wick trimmer, and the lamp lighting the main 
room of the House of the Genoese, were all the precious silverware through which the Grillos’ 
factors embodied their virtue and the prestige of their commerce (figure 30). 
                                                                                                                                                       
is unclear if the syringe on this list is a medical item or rather, as the context in which it is mentioned suggests, some 





     
Figure 30. Two tembladeras and a bernegal. Seville, mid-17th century. Collections of the Iglesia de Santa María 
(Carmona) and of the Convent of Santa Inés (Seville). In: R. Sánchez-Lafuente (ed.) El Fulgor de la Plata (2007). 
 
 Far from indicating any penchant for excess, most of this silver paraphernalia spoke the 
language of decorum (Alvarez-Ossorio Alveriño 1998) and could therefore not be ripped off from 
the agents of the house of Grillo. Granting them the treatment due to people of their standing, royal 
officials renounced the seizure of what they considered essential components of the factors 
household goods –namely one shell-shaped bowl, two basins, eight dishes, the salver, the pitcher, 
the chocolate cup, the salt cellar, the candlesticks and the lamp.100   
 
 
                                                
100 The list of silver items that was effectively seized by royal officials was therefore reduced to one shell-shaped 
dish, four medium-sized deep dishes, ten small dishes, a wick trimmer and eight spoons. It is interesting to note that 
none of the spoons were given back to the factors, for which we may assume that the three spoons and one fork 
found in Agustín Grillo’s chest were not sequestered either. In fact, these are not mentioned in the final list of 





Time for the Goods 
 
It must have been quite late in the evening when royal officials finally concluded their 
mission for the night. The Asiento’s papers, the silver bar, and the few silver objects that had not 
been returned to the factors for their daily service were piled up and deposited in the chest originally 
containing the two coin bags seized in the main room of the house. The chest was locked, and its 
key handed to don Sebastián Gómez Carrillo, the accountant of the local court. Gómez Carrillo was 
also given the keys to two warehouses where the factors admitted having stocked up some goods. 
The first one was situated within the house, and was reportedly full of  pitch bundles worth more 
than four thousand pesos. The second one was filled with jars of wine, and was located in the 
residence of one of the most prominent merchants in town, captain Francisco González Carrasco101 . 
Last, but not least, royal officials included in their records a list of all the slaves found living within 
the lived space of the Grillos’ agents. In real fact, only seven male and twenty female slaves could be 
found, together with a little slave boy, in a compound that was large enough to shelter hundreds of 
African captives. This, to be sure, would have seemed like a quite modest stock of merchandise for 
one of the greatest slave markets in the New World. Yet royal officials might have not expected to 
                                                
101 This information raises some new doubts about the layout and actual extension of the House of the Genoese. 
Why would the Grillos’ agents use a warehouse in someone else’s house when their own residence was so well 
endowed with storage space? Francisco González Carrasco was one of the richest men in Panama. Although there is 
no evidence of the exact location of his house, documents describe it as being one of the best constructions in town. 
In 1666, upon the death of the Count of Santisteban, viceroy of Peru, his widow was due to stop in Panama on her 
journey back to Spain. González Carrasco was requested by the Council of the Indies to accommodate her in his 
house. González objected to the request, claiming that, after having spent more than 20,000 pesos in remodeling the 
building, he wanted to be free to use it as his personal house. His petition was denied by the Council, who 
considered it an honor to be asked to accommodate the countess of Santisteban (Castillero 2006:292). Given that a 
medium-sized wooden house in Panama was worth around 4,000 pesos (Castillero 2006:138), one costing as much 
as 20,000 pesos must have been a masonry building at least as large as the House of the Genoese. Because 
documents seem to imply that the slavers’ residence was located close to González Carrasco’s dwelling, one may 
feel tempted to suggest that the latter may have actually corresponded to the second floor of the buildings we have 
referred so far as the warehouse area of the House of the Genoese. If, since 1663, Francisco González Carrasco was 
renting the larger building in the compound to the Asentistas, he would have had good reasons for not wanting to 
host the countess of Santisteban there. This version is, of course, only a hypothesis and would need much more 





find many more African slaves to seize at the slavers’ compound for they, as everyone else in town, 




The Enemies Within  
  
Almost one hundred years after the end of the great wars of Bayano (Tardieu 2009; Vila 
Vilar 1987; Pike 1997), the province of Tierra Firma, perhaps more than any other colonial territory 
in the New World, continued to be mercilessly haunted by the terrifying prospect of slave 
insurrection. In Panama, the slave population more than doubled the number of whites in town, 
and, for safety reasons, it would have been unlikely that local authorities authorized an unusually 
large concentration of newly disembarked Africans to take place within the limits of the city. Indeed, 
throughout the 1600s, Spanish colonists had seen the menace of black revolts consolidating through 
the growing, disruptive presence of the British in the Caribbean, and the nature of the threat that 
blacks represented for the Spanish colonial world had been reconfigured in terms of the support 
slaves could provide to the lurking privateers prying the coasts of the Spanish Main in search of 
silver, gold, and other colonial riches (see chapter 3). As foreigners openly negotiating with the both 
the British and the Dutch, Domingo Grillo and Ambrosio Lomelin were recurrently blamed for 
putting the security of the Hispanic empire at risk by importing slaves who had already been 
contaminated by the heretic doctrines of the Dutch and the British. For example, as early as 1664, 
barely one year following the establishment of the Asiento, Cristóbal Calderón, the attorney general 





to purchase slaves on West coast of Africa, instead of relying on those the Asiento brought in from 
Barbados and Curaçao:  
 
“Slaves are short-minded people  
and are thus quite easy to indoctrinate   
into these foreign people’s evil sects,  
and such and so many can the slaves 
instructed by them be, that they become 
domestic enemies who love freedom 
and abhor work”102. 
 
Five years later, the people and seamen from Cartagena held a similar discourse when 
interrogated on the harm that the African slaves brought by the Asiento had caused to their city. For 
example, captain Juan Velasco, governor of the castle of Cartagena, stated that: 
 
“…they do not serve their masters as they should, and are instead quite proud, and if for 
this reason some have been punished, because slaves greatly outnumber Spanish people, this 
city is in great risk of slaves revolting and allying themselves with our English enemies, who 
break into our fields everyday to steal.” 
 
Don Antonio Martínez de León, also a resident in Cartagena, added that:  
 
“The said negroes have made sure to use all of their evil, and still are, for there are slaves 
who have murdered their masters and many others have run away.”103 
                                                
102 Cristóbal Calderón, attorney general –or procurador of Havana, requests, on behalf of his city, a license to sail 
directly to the coasts of Guinea and Angola to supply themselves in slaves. Havana, April 28, 1664 – AGI, 






Given the open animosity existing against the Asiento throughout the Spanish colonies, it 
comes as no surprise to find that, for as long as their monopoly remained in force, the Genoese were 
accused of introducing especially wild and aggressive “breeds of slaves” into the Indies, as indicated 
by the bishop of Guatemala in a petition he submitted to Madrid:  
“I beg your Majesty to be pleased to grant us a license 
for one time, and to make sure that these Negroes be of breeds  
such as Angolas, Congoes, or from the Guinea rivers as they say,  
and not of these ferocious nations like the ones these Asentistas  
have brought in so far, which can hardly learn the Spanish language,  
and cannot be catechized in the Christian faith and, when in anger,  
tend to kill themselves or kill each other, as I was told occurred  
in Cuba as I was the bishop on the island. And I have 
known of some dreadful cases involving the said breeds of 
Negroes that these Asentistas bring in after they buy them 
to the Dutch in Curaçao […].104   
 
Although the bishop of Guatemala provided no further detail on the awful cases he reported, 
he may well have been alluding to a particularly dreadful episode which is likely to have had a 
profound psychological impact on both slave traders and slave holders in the New World. In early 
December 1669, don Agustín Lomelin, chief factor of the Grillos in the province of New Spain, was 
brutally assassinated in the uprising of the slave cargo he was leading from Veracruz to the city of 
                                                                                                                                                       
103 The people and shipmen from Cartagena testify to the illegal activities undertaken by the Asiento and the harm 
that it has done to the city. Cartagena, October 10, 1669 – AGI, Indiferente General 2833, unnumbered page. My 
translation. 
104 Juan de Sancto Mathia, bishop of Guatemala, to the Queen, requesting his province to be supplied in slaves. 





Xalapa.105  Although a complete investigation of this incident was requested by the viceroy of 
Mexico, the Marquis of Mancera, the internal records of the Asiento were largely silent about the 
psychological repercussions that this rare expression of slave resistance had on the Grillos’ agents 
elsewhere in the Indies. Still, one might want to think that, in learning the tragic fate of their 
Mexican colleague, Agustín Grillo and Justiniano Justiniani felt comforted by the fact that they had, 
themselves, taken every possible precaution to ward off the wild, objectified people they traded in 
from the core of their domestic grounds for, again, the House of the Genoese was never intended to 
keep a large numbers of slaves imprisoned. 
 
The Warehouses of Paitilla 
 
Contrary to what the legend says, it was of common knowledge in the city of Panama that 
most of the blacks the Grillos brought from Portobello were warehoused, not in the slavers’ 
dwelling place, but in some shacks located in Paitilla, a strategic point of land protruding into the 
ocean a few miles to the west of town. Thus, on the evening of May 31st, 1666, royal officials were 
not the only ones to be mobilized in a seizure mission. At the same time don Alonso Casal y del 
Campo set off to the House of the Genoese, the governor’s aide-de-camp, Bartolomé Vargas 
Machuca106  was dispatched with six soldiers to take control of the so-called shacks of Paitilla, 
                                                
105 See AGI México 45N57. Hugh Thomas (1997:13) briefly refers to this episode by mentioning that this is the only 
known example of a great slave merchant being killed in a slave revolt. Thomas wrongly assumes that don Agustín 
was Ambrosio Lomelin’s brother, which in actual fact does not seem to have been the case.  
 
106 Bartolomé Vargas Machuca was most probably the brother of Lucas Vargas Machuca, who worked as a scribe 
for the Asiento before the destruction of Panama, after which he appears to have been appointed in Portobello as a 
public and city scribe. (See AGI, Contaduría 263, “Testimonos de visitas de registro de esclavos negros introducidos 





making sure that “no Negro, Negress or thing whatsoever got the chance to quit the sheds before they could 
be sequestered on the next day.”107   
It is difficult to estimate the degree of zeal with which Vargas Machuca and the six guards 
under his command fulfilled their overnight mission in Paitilla. Yet on the morning of June 1st, 1666, 
when royal officials arrived at the site in order to complete their inventory, all what they would 
encounter in the shacks were six slaves –three male and three female, and three large copper pans. 
One does not need an elaborate explanation to account for the small number of African captives in 
hands of the Asentistas at the time of the seizure, for it had been ten months since the San Fortunato 
de Bilbao had disembarked 252 heads of slaves in Portobello on the credit of Grillo and Lomelin 108 , 
a reasonably large human cargo which had presumably already been sold either to Peruvian slave 
traders or to local slave-holders. It seems reasonable to think that the three Negroes and three 
Negresses that royal authorities inventoried in Paitilla were not even there on sale but, rather, that 
they were permanent residents of the site, responsible for looking after new slave arrivals who were 
in transit in Tierra Firma109 . The twenty-eight slaves that were actually found living in the House of 
the Genoese, however, may require some further thought, for it is evident that not all of them were 
there attending to the factors’ needs.  
                                                
107 The site of Paitilla referred to a small land projection halfway between Old Panama and Perico, the islet where 
the harbor of the city was transferred by the turn of the 17th century. Its name, meaning “little Paita”, is a clear 
example of the close cultural and economic connections linking Panama to the provinces of Peru, for the port of 
Paita was an obligatory stop for any ship sailing between Panama and El Callao. As the new Panama City spread out 
in the 1960s and 1970s, Paitilla became one of the most sought-after residential areas in town. Today, it has been 
completely developed with luxury high-rises and mansions.    
 
108 Los oficiales de la Real Hacienda de Tierra Firme dan testimonio de los negros entrados por Portobelo en 1665. 
Panamá, 10 de Junio de 1667 –AGI, Contaduría 262, unnumbered page. My translation. 
 
109 As a matter of fact, the San Vicente, one of the slave ships of the Asiento, had anchored in Portobello on May 21, 
about one week before the seizure mandate arrived in that port. The San Vicente carried a cargo of 168 slaves 
coming from Barbados, via Cartagena. Therefore, it is reasonable to think that a major portion of these slaves were 
expected across the Isthmus in the first days of June. See “Relación jurada para el ajuste de la cuenta final del 







The Asiento’s Microcosm 
 
There is very little information as to the number of domestic slaves, servants and employees 
who might have shared Agustín Grillo and Justiniano Justiniani’s lived space. Still, the itemized list 
of domestic expenses that Joseph Bustanzo, their colleague in Cartagena, submitted to local royal 
officials in protest for the general seizure of 1666, constitutes a solid benchmark from which we can 
evoke the tense, and culturally complex microcosm encapsulated within the residential compound of 
the Genoese.  According to Bustanzo’s memorial, there were at least six or eight people assisting him 
in Cartagena by carrying out either administrative or domestic tasks related to the maintenance of 
the house of the Asiento110 . These included a scribe –or escribano, a chief guard –or guarda mayor, 
and an usher –or portero. The usher played a determinant role in slave sales, for he was charged to 
escort prospective customers as they “tested” the living objects they desired to buy. On another 
hand, Bustanzo had brought his housekeeper with him from Spain, and had appointed three free 
black women –one to serve as the slaves’ nurse, and the other two to work as cooks for the entire 
household. Of the latter, however, one was exclusively for the service of the masters living upstairs, 
while the second was to cook for the lower status people living downstairs, and to instruct newly 
disembarked slaves on how to prepare their own meals.111  Finally, the Asiento in Cartagena had also 
contracted a permanent surgeon and a barber, although it is unclear if they, too, resided in the 
Asiento’s houses.      
                                                
110 Little is known about the house of the Asiento in Cartagena, except for the fact that the factors rented it to the 
treasurer of the Real Audiencia, Antonio Farfán de los Godos, for 1,200 pesos a year. It apparently consisted of two 
contiguous houses, one serving as the factors’ residence and the other as a warehouse for slaves. See “Memoria y 
relación jurada de Joseph Bustanzo sobre las personas que asisten al manejo del Asiento en Cartagena. 24 de Mayo 
de 1666” –AGI, Contaduría 262, unnumbered page.  
111 Memoria y relación jurada de Joseph Bustanzo sobre las personas que asisten al manejo del Asiento en 





At least as many as these eight people might have served the Grillos’ agents in the House of 
the Genoese. Historical information available on that front is, however, quite sparse, in particular 
for the years preceding the great fire of Panama in 1671. In 1666, for example, only one of the 
factors’ employees, by the name of Diego Caballero, is accounted for in the records of the seizures 
carried out in Tierra Firma. At that time, Caballero was listed as Agustín Grillo and Justiniano 
Justiniani’s servant, although later documents refer to him as their cashier –or cajero.112  For the 
period following Henry Morgan’s attack to the Isthmus, when only Justiniano Justiniani was at the 
head of the House of the Genoese, records indicate that the factor was assisted by a 19-year old 
clerk named Agustín de Urrutia, and by two foremen –or mayordomos, named Santiago Fernández 
and Lorenzo del Pino. The Asiento also owned two Creole nurses named Ana de Reynoso and 
Leonor María, who looked after those slaves coming in too sick to be put on sale.113  Therefore, 
many of the slaves royal officials found living in the House of the Genoese on the night of May 31st, 
1666, may have actually been ill, moribund or convalescent captives that could not be stocked up in 
the shacks of Paitilla. In fact, both these unfortunate, sickly slaves and the two Creole nurses who 
attended to their needs, play a most important role within the context of this research, for they may 
hold the key to the deciphering of the spatial logics of the compound of the Genoese. 
 
                                                
 
112 See “Diego de Bustamante afirma haber cuidado de los negros que llegaron de Jamaica en el Santa Cruz en 
1665.” Portobelo, 20 de Junio de 1667 –AGI, Contaduría 263, unnumbered page.   
 
113 See “Fes de muerte de negros dadas en casa de Justiniano Justiniani y en el sitio de Paitilla.” Panamá la Nueva,  
Diciembre 21, 1673 a Febrero 27, 1674. –AGI, Contaduría 1418, f121r-129r; “Testimonio de los esclavos 
introducidos en Portobelo y  de aquellos muertos en la navegación (1665-1674)”.  Panamá, Octubre 2 a10, 1671. 






Dead Bodies in a Hut 
 
Stratigraphic formations throughout the site of the House of the Genoese suggest that, after 
the whole city of Panama was consumed by fire in 1671, the dwelling place of the Grillos’ agents 
was at least partially cleaned up and reconstructed, with piles of trash and debris accumulating in 
the sectors where accessory buildings and service areas used to be. Although the extent of the fire 
damage to the slavers’ residence is difficult to assess, documents indicate that, by October 1671, 
Justiniano Justiniani had settled back in his former headquarters, dealing with a volume of human 
traffic as intense as it was in the months preceding the loss of the city. As chief factor of the Grillos 
in the province of Tierra Firma, Justiniano Justiniani appears to have been keen on saving the 
Asiento as much tax money as he could, by getting official certificates of death for all slaves 
succumbing to illness within one month of disembarking in Portobello. Ana de Reynoso, was in 
charge of reporting the death of any of the slaves under her care, which was then verified and 
certified by an official scribe upon inspection of the corpse. Ana would also guide the scribe to a 
straw hut –or bohío- in the backyard of the slavers’ house, which reportedly functioned as the slaves’ 
infirmary (Figure 31). There, he would check that the dead slave body bore the brands of the 
Asiento, and would interrogate the nurse about the deceased man or woman’s origin and cause of 
death. For example, on December 31, 1671, Juan de Aranda, a city scribe in Panama, described his 
visit to the House of the Genoese as such:                  
 
“I went into the said infirmary 
in the company of Ana de 





does the offices of nurse, 
it was about eleven in the 
morning, little more or less, 
and the said nurse showed me 
the said Negro who was lying  
on a latticed framework 
which had been his bed,  
dead of natural causes so  
it seems and we then  
confirm that he was a bozal114 
and the said Negress  
Ana de Reynoso said that 
the said Negro was of  
those who had just arrived  
from Portobello, from the 
cargo brought in by the 
said ship San Vicente 
and that she had been 
the one nursing him, along with  
all the others who had come in  
sick, and so she swears to God  
our Lord and to the sign of the cross 
and she declared her age was 
more than forty years old 
and she did not sign for 
she said she did not know how”.115 
 
                                                
114 A bozal slave referred to an African-born individual, as opposed to a Criollo slave, who was born in the Indies 
and, therefore, considered fully Hispanized.    
115 Fe de muerte dada por Juan de Aranda, con testimonio de Ana de Reynoso. Panamá, Diciembre 31, 1671. –AGI, 





        
Figure 31. A hypothetical reconstruction of the backyard of the House of the Genoese. Model by José Luis Soto under the 
author’s  direction. 
 
Slave Nursing in the Yard 
 
 Archaeological excavations in the backyard of the House of the Genoese have uncovered the 
remains of at least two buildings that may correspond to the straw hut in the care of Ana de 
Reynoso. Evidence of a small and frail rectangular construction made of perishable materials was 
found in the south-western corner of the backyard, leaning against the masonry wall enclosing the 
service areas in the slavers’ compound. The structure had no foundations, and could only be 
identified through the remnants of a brick threshold clearly associated with a smooth, earthen floor. 
Two small postholes lined with pebbles were found flanking the brick threshold, demonstrating that 
the building had originally had a door at right angles with the gate communicating the backyard 
with the service areas of the house. At this point, the exact dimensions of this construction are 
unknown, although archaeological evidence suggests it may have been as small as 12m2. Overall, the 





generous assemblage of artifacts recovered around it. Unfortunately, most of this material consists of 
non-specific ceramic fragments which, for the time being, do not suggest that a distinctive activity, 
such as slave nursing, was being carried out in this particular area of the house.  
 The second structure that may have functioned as an infirmary for slaves is an intriguing 
masonry structure found in the middle of the slaver’s compound. Because it stands isolated from all 
other constructions in the area, it was first thought that the structure was a cistern –or aljibe, similar 
to the one existing at the local nunnery of la Concepción (Arroyo and Martín 2009). Further 
excavations indicated that the construction had no bottom, and could therefore not have been used 
to store water. Therefore, the structure was reinterpreted as being the remnant of a wood cottage, 
probably constructed in a later period than the rest of the buildings in the compound. 116  No 
evidence of an earth floor was found within the cottage, suggesting the building may have originally 
been floored in wood. Overall, this construction appears to have been much sturdier than the frail, 
straw shack where sick slaves were given treatment at the House of the Genoese; however, it is 
possible that this hut was a makeshift building replacing an original construction destroyed by the 
great fire of 1671. The positioning of this cottage is intriguing, for it was not only separated from all 
other structures in the compound, but also stood right in the observation field of anyone standing at 
the window of the slavers’ dwelling. The cottage appears as a most unusual built space, an object of 
surveillance in a particularly tense relationship with the residential core of the House of the Genoese 
(cf. Foucault 1997, 1977; Singleton 2001).      
Excavations in the area suggest that the foundations of the cottage cut through deeper 
                                                
116 Although the foundations of this building may seem unusually deep for a wood house, they show no evidence of 
having supported any masonry structure. As a matter of fact, it is common to see traditional wood constructions in 
the old district of Panama City, resting on top of stone, brick, or concrete platforms which are somewhat similar to 
the architectural structure discussed here. Further, the fact that the house was built on a sloped, unstable beach 





archaeological layers present at the site, thus causing artifacts associated with earlier occupation 
periods to migrate up to the surface and mix with later cultural deposits.117  Again, these later 
deposits mostly consist of non-specific accumulations of ceramic fragments, along with a significant 
number of joiners’ nails remaining from the original wooden structure of the house.118   
 
Looped Rings and Silver Coins  
 
Among heaps of soil and eroded domestic refuse, a very special artifact was found hidden in a 
crack of the cottage foundation. Resembling no other Spanish or indigenous object excavated in Old 
Panama, or even reported, to my knowledge, in any Spanish colonial site so far, an unusual necklace 
of copper wirework emerged from between two bricks towards the inside of the house’s structure. 
Made of looped rings wound around each other in a simple, but artful pattern, this piece may well 
be deemed African in style (cf. Emerson 1999; Meyers 1999; Armstrong 1985) (figure 32). 
                                                
117 This is the case, for example, of fragments of Kraak porcelain, which are especially abundant around the cottage 
foundations. Other pottery types, such as Spanish olive jars are also proportionally more frequent in this area, a 
pattern that is normally associated with earlier occupations of the site. A lead bale seal dated to 1624 provides a 
good terminus post quem for the fill associated with these foundations.   
 
118 The ironwork collection recovered at the House of the Genoese includes over 8,000 nails, spikes, and pegs of all 
sorts. Most of these appear to be joiners’ nails, associated with the inside areas of either masonry or wooden 
buildings. Unfortunately, the Spanish colonial nail typologies developed by Lyons in the past decades (Lyons 1988; 
Deagan 2002) do not seem to apply to the collection of the House of the Genoese. A study of colonial nails was 
recently carried out by Gisela Lanzas based on some of the first ironwork materials excavated in Old Panama 
(Lanzas 2001). Unfortunately, this study was limited to a formal description of an ironwork collection which was 
eventually lost and for which no photographic support exists. The preliminary classification of the nails collected at 
the House of the Genoese was, thus, based on an intuitive set of 35 categories, which still need to be studied further 
in order to determine their possible uses. Within the context of this research, a particular type of nail characterized 
by its short body and arrow-shaped head was recovered in large concentrations in the inside of most buildings 
identified throughout the compound. Therefore, it seems reasonable to think that these particular nails were 
primarily used to assemble wood panels and partitions, and not as horseshoe nails, as proposed by Deagan (Deagan 






Figure 32. Copper alloy necklace recovered at the House of the Genoese. Collection of the Patronato Panamá Viejo – Old 
Panama Trust (Panamá). 
 
 This possibility, however, should be taken with reserve, in the absence of any solid data 
supporting this assumption. For the time being, much historical and archaeological research still 
needs to be carried out on this front, in order to avoid the temptation of assigning vague and 
essentializing meanings to those artifacts whose biographies are unclear. Still, because of the 
particular context in which it was found, this copper necklace has a powerful aura, one that 
transcends its cultural genealogy and may be, in some way, embedded in the mystic grounds of ritual 
and apotropaic magic (Nakamura 2004; Leone and Fry 1999). Indeed, evidence suggests that the 
necklace was intentionally slipped in a rudimentary cache formed by two mismatching bricks in the 
foundation of the house. Three silver coins were recovered on the same spot where the necklace was 
found, right across the cottage door, which raises the possibility that these four artifacts were 
originally deposited in the same place. But by whom, and for what? Here, once again, we can only 
drift into speculation. Yet as we pry into this bygone object world, we may want to think again 
about Ana de Reynoso, the Creole slave nurse who comforted the suffering of African men, women, 





Death certificates indicate that Ana de Reynoso knew how to identify her patients by their ethnic 
group –Arará, Mina, Congo, Angola, Carabalí, and so on. Because she was a Creole, she might have 
been able to communicate with them in some way, conjugating healing methods from the land of 
her ancestors with other perspectives on healing drawn from the baroque medical repertoire. Magic, 
good and evil, prevailed among and beyond slave sectors in Old Panama, although this is a topic 
that has been given little attention in Panamanian historiography so far. Yet, as an illustration of the 
awe and fear that the potentially deadly power of African magic inspired in all levels of local 
population, one could quote the letter that don Juan Pérez de Guzmán wrote to Queen Mariana, 
denouncing that the royal officials under his command had attempted to murder him in accordance 
with the Viceroy of Peru: 
Madam,  
You will find two letters herewith, the first one  
from the Viceroy, count of Lemos, in which he  
pretends to have been giving me much honor; 
the second is from the sergeant major of Panama, 
and in the last chapter he mentions that the viceroy 
has attended the council’s meetings several times   
and has released royal officials from prison, 
precisely those having Negro witches at home, for thus 
it will be much easier for them to poison me, as their 
corrupted minds have already attempted in the past. 
Panama, July 9, 1667119      
 
                                                







Under the Window of the Factors 
 
 It is difficult to ascertain whether the copper necklace in the House of the Genoese might 
have been related to some kind of apotropaic or healing practice, and whether that makes the 
cottage in the backyard more likely to have been used as an infirmary for agonized slaves. Still, either 
this house or the little straw hut we mentioned beforehand would seem to me like uncanny spaces of 
danger, dark areas of a bodily transit between life and death in which only magic sources of 
protection could be invoked to repel the evil and to ward off the risks of the unknown (Wilkie 
2000, 1997, 1995; Nakamura 2004, 2005). The records of the Asiento indicate that between 
October 1671 and May 1673, fourteen women and forty-six men passed away in the compound of 
the Genoese, about one half of all the slaves who died in their journey from the Dutch depots of 
Curaçao to the Grillos’ warehouses in Cartagena, Portobello, and Panama120 . Thus, it seems 
reasonable to think that, between 1663 and 1674, more than two hundred Africans died under the 
windows of the Grillos’ agents, as sacrificial victims to the daring trade in human objects which, by 
nurturing the Western colonial project, would forever shape the order of the global, modern world 
(Table 5).  
 
SCRIBE DATE YEAR MALE FEMALE CHILDREN PLACE SHIP 
Agustín de Urieta 2-Oct 1671 1   Infirmary San Fortunato 
Agustín de Urieta 3-Oct 1671 1   Infirmary San Fortunato 
                                                





Agustín de Urieta 5-Oct 1671 1   Infirmary San Fortunato 
Agustín de Urieta 9-Oct 1671  1  
Justiniani's 
House San Fortunato 
Agustín de Urieta 10-Oct 1671 1   
Justiniani's 
House San Fortunato 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 31-Dec 1671 2   
Justiniani's 
House San Vicente 
Juan de 
Leguizamón 1-Jan 1672 1 1  
Justiniani's 
House  
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 2-Jan 1672 2   
Justiniani's 
House San Vicente 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 2-Jan 1672 1   
Justiniani's 
House San Vicente 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 7-Jan 1672 1   
Justiniani's 
House San Vicente 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 9-Jan 1672  1  
Justiniani's 
House San Vicente 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 10-Jan 1672 1   
Justiniani's 
House San Vicente 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 12-Jan 1672 2   
Justiniani's 
House San Vicente 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 25-Jan 1672 1   
Justiniani's 
House Santa Cruz 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 25-Jan 1672 1   
Justiniani's 
House Santa Cruz 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 27-Jan 1672  1  
Justiniani's 
House Santa Cruz 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 28-Jan 1672 1   
Justiniani's 
House Santa Cruz 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 28-Jan 1672  2  
Justiniani's 
House Santa Cruz 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 30-Jan 1672 1   
Justiniani's 
House Santa Cruz 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 31-Jan 1672 2   
Justiniani's 
House Santa Cruz 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 31-Jan 1672 1   Paitilla Santa Cruz 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 4-Feb 1672 1   
Justiniani's 
House Santa Cruz 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 5-Feb 1672 1   
Justiniani's 
House Santa Cruz 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 6-Feb 1672 1   
Justiniani's 
House Santa Cruz 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 8-Feb 1672 1   
Justiniani's 
House Santa Cruz 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 10-Feb 1672 1   
Justiniani's 





Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 11-Feb 1672 2   
Justiniani's 
House Santa Cruz 
Juan de Aranda 





Juan de Aranda 





Juan de Aranda 





Juan de Aranda 





Juan de Aranda 





Juan de Aranda 





Juan de Aranda 





Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 10-Feb 1673 1   
Justiniani's 
House San Fortunato 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 11-Feb 1673 1   
Justiniani's 
House San Fortunato 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 12-Feb 1673  1  
Justiniani's 
House San Fortunato 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 16-Feb 1673 1   
Justiniani's 
House San Fortunato 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 9-Apr 1673 1   
Justiniani's 
House Santa Cruz 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 12-Apr 1673 1   
Justiniani's 
House Santa Cruz 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 13-Apr 1673 1   
Justiniani's 
House Santa Cruz 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 17-Apr 1673 1   
Justiniani's 
House Santa Cruz 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 20-Apr 1673 1   
Justiniani's 
House Santa Cruz 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 22-Apr 1673  1  
Justiniani's 
House Santa Cruz 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 27-Apr 1673  2  
Justiniani's 
House Santa Cruz 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 30-Apr 1673 2   
Justiniani's 
House Santa Cruz 
Juan de Aranda 
Grimaldo 2-May 1673 1   
Justiniani's 
House Santa Cruz 
Table 5. Slave Deaths in Panama (1671-1673) 
 
The compound of the Genoese is, then, suddenly revealed to us in its darkest light, that of a 





South Sea. It is largely as a tribute to the struggle of these men and women that we ought to balance 
our perspective of what constituted their final dwelling in this world. While it is true that it 
constitutes today a shocking landmark of the drama of the slave trade, the backyard of the House of 
the Genoese may also be evoked as the vibrant lived space it was, populated with an explosion of 
traveling materialities through which, day after day, an entire microcosm of social agents partook in 
the complexities of colonial social life. In fact, what archaeology tells us about the House of the 
Genoese is, mostly, a complicated story of survival, resistance and resilience, of spiritual hopes and 
cosmopolitan desires taking the upper hand over the horrors of enslavement, bereavement, disease, 
and death. On the ground floor, service areas and backyard of the slavers’ dwelling, away from 
twinkling silver dishes, sacred portraits and cozy beds, the servants and slaves of the Grillos’ agents 
spread out an object world that was as rich and varied as the one over which their masters 
attempted to impose their hegemonic rights. It, too, was powerful and mobile for, under the guise of 
plain, utilitarian objects, it could easily transgress the porous borders of the Spanish colonial social 
order (Schmidt and Kagan 2004), sliding up and down the stairways leading to the slavers’ domains, 
sneaking in and out their bedrooms and dashing through the narrow doorways of the House of the 
Genoese.  
Subaltern materialities, thus, were not only embedded in hidden, foreign-looking jewelry 
with possible apotropaic powers; they were, also, concealed in the colorful, lead-glazed chamber 
pots royal officials had neglected to register in the  bedrooms of the factors; in the earthy flavor of 
the meals Agustín Grillo and Justiniano Justiniani were served everyday by their Creole cook; or, 





they sipped121 , sitting in leather chairs at the windows of their fortified lookout.    
 
 THIRD PART 
 
The Misleading Selectivity of Texts 
 
The things which, for someone like Ana de Reynoso, were simply constitutive of daily life 
were precisely the objects that royal inspectors carrying out the seizure of the Grillos’ assets deemed 
inconsequential and, therefore, not even worth a mention in their official records. There were, of 
course, exceptions to the norm, all depending on the zeal with which colonial functionaries carried 
out their tasks. For example, in their visit to the dwelling of Joseph Bustanzo, royal officials in 
Cartagena reported the finding of more than twenty wooden mortars, pestles, and troughs, which 
                                                
121 In a recent article (2011), Beatriz Rovira and I examined the available information about what we term Fine Red 
Ceramics or CRF for its initials in Spanish, a group of fine red earthenwares that have been consistently reported in 
archaeological excavations throughout the former Spanish empire. This type of pottery has been mostly ignored in 
archaeological studies focusing on historical periods, principally because it tends to break in very small fragments 
that can seldom be refitted. Rovira and I proposed the CRF actually constitutes the archaeological avatar of a most 
peculiar artifact that is quite typical of the object world of the Spanish Golden Age –the so-called búcaros or barros 
de las Indias. The búcaros –a word apparently Portuguese in origin, refers to small, porous earthenware vessels 
characterized by their odd, extravagant shapes, undulating rims and embossed decorations, which became quite 
fashionable among Spanish elites of the 17th century as exotic devices to cool and perfume water. Because of their 
unusual features, búcaros were often represented in Spanish Baroque still-lives, and one of them was even depicted 
by Velázquez in Las Meninas, one of the most famous paintings of all times. Búcaros were rare and expensive, and 
soon came to be widely collected as fancy colonial curios and embodiments of refinement in Baroque Spain. Yet the 
most interesting aspect of these artifacts is, undoubtedly, their association to an unbelievable practice prevailing 
among elite Spanish women of the period –that of ingesting fragments of these fine, exotic pots in order to fall sick 
and, hence, attractively pale for the standards of the time. Some authors have suggested that, in addition, women 
used this self-induced obstruction of their digestive systems, technically known as bucarophagy as a method of 
birth-control. Búcaros might originally derive from the Roman pottery technique known as terra sigilata and were 
probably fabricated in Spain and Portugal for some time. However, by the 17th century, these vessels were 
exclusively produced in the Indies. While there has been some debate as to the exact place of manufacture of these 
pots, evidence suggests there were three major centers of production of this ware type in the Spanish colonial world: 
first, Mexico; second, Chile, and third, interestingly enough, Panama. These Panamanian pots were referred to as 
Natá pots, after the town where they were produced. Domingo Grillo had several Chilean búcaros in his cabinets in 
Madrid. It is most likely that Agustín Grillo and Justiniano Justiniani used these locally-made pots as water coolers. 
However, the wide distribution of this type of ceramic in the House of the Genoese, and throughout the Old Panama 
site, in general, suggest the búcaros did not have an elite or exclusive character in the Indies, but only acquired it as 





they decided to include as the equipment accompanying the eighty-seven heads of slaves they had 
confiscated to the Grillos in that city122 . Likewise, the itemized list of the expenses Agustín Grillo 
and Justiniano Justiniani had incurred in the maintenance of the slaves they held in Portobello 
between January and March 1664, offers a rare glimpse into the material routine of African captives 
newly arrived in the New World, but concentrates on perishable or consumable items that leave no 
trace in the archaeological record. In contrast, emerging from the rubble and the ashes of 
destruction, archaeological evidence confronts the misleading selectivity of texts (see chapter 1) with 
the haphazardness of rubbish, giving us a hint on the phenomenological dimension of a vast number 
of traveling fabrications composing the lived space of slavers, servants and slaves alike.  
The material record is also biased towards certain types objects it conserves or highlights to 
the detriment of others, a problem archaeologists have always been keen to address (Brown 1978; 
Yentsch 1994, 1991). It is precisely on the basis of the complementary character of the artifactual 
and the textual records that historical archaeologists have defended our need to know from things, 
too (Andrén 1998; Deagan 1992; Falk 1992). Archaeological objects, thus, need to be 
acknowledged as independent sources of information that can be contrasted to historical data in 
order to generate, not only fuller, but also more democratic and nuanced versions of the past than 
those usually provided by traditional historiography (Stahl 2010; Shackel 1993). As an 
archaeological site, the House of the Genoese constitutes a fine example of what historical 
archaeologist conceive as a strategic alliance of material remains and documentary sources, for it is 
literally shrouded in the fragments of many of the mundane, circulating objects that are typically 
absent from historical texts. 
                                                







Ceramics and their Discontents  
 
While this is certainly not the place to engage in a prolonged discussion about the 
paramount role that pottery has played in the history of archaeological research (Arnold 1985; 
Deetz 1973; Rice 1987), it is still important to point out that, because of the malleable, breakable, 
and virtually indestructible properties they can have at different stages of their physical existence, 
ceramics have been amply recognized as potent embodiments of culture, and as effective nonverbal 
expressions of shared codes of behavior determining the reproduction of social life (Beaudry et al. 
2000; Brighton 2001; de Souza and Symanski 2009; Jamieson 2004). From the grounds of food 
processing to those of ritual and belief, the technologies of pottery are present in virtually every 
aspect of human existence, serving as visible, but not necessarily straightforward markers of gender, 
ethnicity, and class (Yentsch 1991; Fitts 1999, 2001). In the early modern period, the dissemination 
of European-made or styled ceramics throughout the Atlantic world constitutes one of the clearest 
manifestations of the Western cultural and economic expansion (Deagan 1987; Martín et al. 2008). 
The average Spanish colonial site, in particular, is characterized by an extremely varied and 
cosmopolitan assemblage of both domestic and commercial wares, through which issues of cultural 
contact, resistance, creolization and hybridization have been commonly addressed (Deagan 1987; 
Shulsky 2002; Rovira; Therrien et al 2002; Rovira and Gaitan 2011). However, the study of 
historical pottery in the New World has been dominated by typological approaches tending to 
ignore the larger, social implications of the production, circulation, and consumption of pottery as 
part of complex networks of colonial interaction. 





archaeological studies. Indeed, throughout more than a decade of systematic archaeological research, 
the Old Panama project has amassed one of the finest collections of Spanish colonial wares existing 
in Latin America (Rovira 2001). Yet, for a number of reasons that it would be irrelevant to 
enumerate here, the project’s engagement with ceramics can be said to have been mostly limited to 
typological concerns. To be fair, one should admit that the study of archaeological wares is 
dependant on taxonomic systems that are long and difficult to create, principally because they are 
based upon subjective standards and aesthetic opinions that are difficult to regulate themselves 
(Waselkov and Walthall 2002; Rice 1987) For this reason archaeologists, in Old Panama as 
elsewhere, have approached typologies as a research goal per se, rather than as a strategic 
methodological detour, ultimately destined to highlight the factitious and unstable nature of the 
cultural categorizations on which epistemological systems depend123 .   
As every other research project carried out in the Old Panama site, the archaeological study 
of the House of the Genoese has brought about a fair amount of scholarly frustration, in that it has 
released an enormous volume of archaeological pottery which, however, seems to have little to say 
about the specificities of the site as a lived space. Besides expanding the stylistic repertoire of the 
Old Panama collection 124 , the pottery assemblage of the House of the Genoese is quite similar to 
                                                
123 The pottery typology currently in use at the Old Panama site is mainly based on seminal works by Goggin (1968) 
and Deagan (1987) on the historical ceramics of the Spanish colonies in the New World. However, since the onset of 
the Old Panama project, Beatriz Rovira has made the most substantial contributions to the study of the so-called 
Panamanian majolicas to this date (Rovira 2001a; 2001b; 2001c; Rovira et al. 2006; Rovira and Mojica 2007; 
Rovira and Gaitán Ammann 2010). In recent years, Rovira reorganized the classification system of the project with a 
focus on the general function of the different pottery types identified at the site, which resulted in the division of the 
assemblages in two broad categories –i.e. commercial coarse earthenwares, on the one hand, and domestic 
earthenwares, on the other. Overall, it can be said that the Old Panama project’s approach to ceramics has remained 
consistent in time, for which the information available for the excavations conducted at the site since 1996 have a 
high comparative potential. Attempts to integrate this information into a geographical information system database 
have been recently carried out but, unfortunately have been inconclusive to this date (Kottmann 2007). 
 
124 More than 54,000 ceramic fragments were recovered during the field seasons of 2007 and 2008 at the House of 





those identified in other domestic contexts of the colonial town, and seems to have few 
contributions to make to the understanding of social life in the household of Grillos’ agents. Yet 
this, I argue, may be only an appearance, and a direct consequence of the prominent attention that 
the Old Panama project has given to the identification of ceramic types, to the detriment of the 
actual objects through which such types came into material being. In fact, minimal vessel counts 
have rarely been carried out within the context of the project (pace Rovira 2001b). Although 
archaeological research at the House of the Genoese included such counts in the overall analysis of 
its collection, the meaning of this data is still difficult to assess insofar as comparable data have not 
been generated for other sites excavated within the monumental complex of Old Panama. 
Having excavated and analyzed over one ton of ceramic fragments without reaching any kind 
of resolution about the patterns of pottery consumption predominating in the household of the 
Grillos’ agents constitutes one of the largest disappointments of this project. However, in an 
attempt to conjugate the oversized pool of data collected in the field with the phenomenological 
approach characterizing this study, I decided to leave inconclusive statistical figures aside and rather, 
to concentrate on the aesthetics of the complex cartographic system that could be generated on the 
basis of that data. As Christopher Tilley lucidly remarked, not so long ago, under the dots and 
speckles of apparently simple distribution maps lie complicated processes of space creation, patiently 
lurking to be revealed (Tilley 1994:10). Thus, in order to be true both to the unmanageable volume 
of material data recovered at the House of the Genoese, and to the overwhelming, 
phenomenological experience of evoking a past lived space mostly populated by such data, I have 
opted for generating dot density figures which, in the end, look more like colorful impressionist 
pictures than like convincing archaeological maps. The visibility of these figures is, moreover, 
                                                                                                                                                       






complicated by the sheer extension of the site, which forces us to produce images on a small scale in 
order to respect the spatial integrity of the study area. Despite these limitations, there is an evident 
phenomenological and aesthetic sense underlying the contemplation of these often overcrowded 
representations of the House of the Genoese which, in combination with the few outstanding 
statistical patterns observable in the ceramics database of this archaeological study, certainly allow 
us to move forward in the understanding of what, perhaps, social life may have felt like within the 
self-contained limits of the Asiento’s compound.    
 
White Pastes and Red Pastes 
 
Coarse earthenware containers referred to as botijas in Spanish, but generically known in 
English literature as olive jars (Goggin 1960; Avery 1997; Marken 1994; Lister and Lister 1988) 
tend to be the most frequently represented artifact in all the archaeological deposits recovered in 
Old Panama so far125 . Olive jars were the standard storage and shipping devices circulating 
throughout the Spanish colonial world, to the point that some of them were commonly dubbed 
botijas peruleras –or jars shipping to Peru (Rice 1996). Botijas, it is worth saying, are some of the 
most common items listed on Spanish colonial documents, for the sake of their importance as 
generic containers of other sorts of materialities. It is only through the nature of their content that 
they exist in the textual record, independently of their properties as ceramic objects. In any case, it 
comes as no surprise that, on average, they constitute around 44% of the ceramics excavated in the 
ruins of a city which essentially gravitated to the practice of colonial trade. It is generally accepted 
                                                
125 The English term “olive jar” is actually misleading, for it sounds as if these containers were only used to store 
olives or olive oil. In fact, virtually anything could be stored in these vessels: wine, liquor, honey, preserves, fat, 





that these containers were produced in southern Spain between the late 15th century and the turn of 
the 20th century, a fairly long time period through which their shape and manufacturing technique 
suffered stylistic changes that have been well documented by Goggin (1960) and others126 . 
The archaeological record at the House of the Genoese complies with the norm on this 
front, with olive jar fragment counts representing about 47% of all ceramics recovered at the site. 
Yet of this global percentage, 58% correspond here to a particular, red paste olive jar type that 
normally does not average more than 18% of the storage containers samples excavated in Old 
Panama. Red paste olive jars are significant in that they seem to be later occurrences in the 
archaeological record and because, unlike the standard Spanish olive jars, they were most certainly 
manufactured in the New World (Rovira et al. 2006) (figure 33).  
                
Figure 33. Red paste olive jar rims with stamp marks recovered at the House of the Genoese. 
 
More specifically, clay compositional analysis recently carried out by Rovira and others 
suggest that these jars were locally made (Rovira et al. 2006:110-112). Given their striking –though 
                                                
126 According to John Goggin’s typology, the rim of olive jars is the key element to classify them in one of three 
different styles: the Early Style (c.1500-1570); the Middle Style (c.1560-1800) and the Late Style (c.1800-1900). 
However, because the body and paste of olive jars suffer little or no modifications in time, fragmented assemblages 





perhaps only superficial- stylistic resemblance to the jars used to brew and store wine in traditional 
vineries of the Ica and Pisco valleys (Rice 1994; Rice and Smith 1989; Rice and Van Beck 1993; 
Smith 1990; Smith 1997), it seems reasonable to think that at least some of these containers were 
actually fabricated in Peru127 .  
The dot distribution map showing the frequencies of both Spanish and red paste olive jar 
sherds throughout the study area is visually overwhelming and provides an accurate impression of 
the huge amount of vessels of this type that might have populated the House of the Genoese (figure 
34).  The high degree of fragmentation of these sherds suggests that discarded vessels of this type 
were commonly used as filling and paving materials throughout the occupation of the site, but may 
also be indicative of the process of cleaning-up and reconstruction that followed the destruction of 
the city in 1671. At that time, trash seems to have been accumulated primarily in what, I suggest, 
originally functioned as the service and kitchen areas of the compound. Finally, the distribution of 
materials on the map tends to confirm that red paste olive jars constitute chronological markers 
leaning towards the mid 17th century. The map clearly illustrates the predominance of red paste jars 
over their Spanish counterparts throughout the site, except in areas that were probably built over 
after the 1640s, such as the main residence and the slave infirmary in the compound.   
It is tempting to propose that red paste olive jars represent pervading embodiments of the 
large-scale, intercontinental network of colonial exchange justifying the existence of the city of 
Panama on the shores of the South Sea. Future archaeological  
                                                
127 New compositional studies have been recently undertaken on a larger sample of red paste containers than the one 
used by Rovira in 2006, which include specimens I collected in the wineries of Ica in July 2007. The results of these 












research will help in determining the exact origin and distribution of this pottery type, and clarifying, 
for example, if it may be regarded as a material expression of the fundamental trade route linking 
Panama to the port of El Callao and to Lima, the City of Kings. 
 As a possible parallel to this Peruvian link, red paste olive jars may, in turn, mirror the tragic 
fate of thousands of African-born slaves shuttled across the isthmus of Tierra Firma on their long, 
deadly transit towards the provinces of Peru. It is, thus, reasonable to think that the wine jars the 
Grillos’ agents kept in, or near the House of the Genoese, were Peruvian red paste vessels that had 
come straight from the wineries of Ica and Pisco, like most of the wine that was traded and 
consumed in Panama throughout the 1600s (Castillero Calvo 2006) (figure 35). 
  
                                 Figure 35. Wine jars at the Lasso wineries - Ica, Peru (July 2007). 
 
For the Grillos’ agents, regardless of their origin or of their price, wine jars coalesced with 
black slaves in a potent and nowadays unthinkable network of exchange.  Documents suggest that 
the transubstantiation of Africans into wine was just a standard operation for the Grillos’ factors. 





shell of an olive jar, packed in a fabric bag or nested in a wooden crate, circulated between Seville, 
Curaçao, Cartagena and Portobello on board the slave ships of the Asiento. These objects of desire 
often traveled camouflaged as fancy treats, presents or supplies for the Grillos’ agents, for which 
some of them included tags, brands or, in the case of olive jars, engraved marks indicating the name 
of their addressee. It was the fragment of one of these specially commissioned Spanish olive jars that 
would become one of the most important artifacts recovered throughout this project, for it bore a 
written mark –the three last letters of a word that could have not been more revealing: …ANI… 
what else could have the mark on the body of the olive jar read other than JUSTINIANI? (figure 36) 
 
            Figure 36. An engraved Spanish olive jar sherd recovered at the House of the Genoese. 
 
Coarse, Charred and Unspecific  
 
Among the historical pottery types usually found in colonial sites in the New World, 





with the material universe of enslaved communities of African origin. Back in the 1960s, Ivor Noël 
Hume first employed the term Colono-Indian Ware to refer to a wide range of hand-made low-fired, 
sparsely decorated coarse earthenwares normally constituting a significant part of the ceramics 
excavated in colonial sites (NoeI-Hume 1962; Lees and Kimery-Lees 1979). Originally believed to 
reify technological and stylistic traditions of both Native Americans and African slaves, this pottery 
type was eventually redefined by Leland Ferguson as colonoware, in order to emphasize its relation 
with the material universe of free black people and slaves of African descent (Ferguson 1980, 1992, 
1999, 2000). While the overall concept of colonoware has been criticized for being ambiguous, 
chronologically inaccurate and culturally homogenizing (Mouer et al. 1999 ), it continues to be 
popular and widely accepted among scholars studying the emergence of creolized material cultures 
in the New World.  
 At the Old Panama site, the presence of a group of low-fired coarse earthenwares 
corresponding to Noël Hume’s Colono-Indian Ware was first reported by George Long in the late 
1960s (figure 35). The group was subsequently described by Rovira as Hispano-Indigenous Ware and 
finally redefined as Creoleware within the context of the Old Panama archaeological project128  
(Linero Baroni 2001; Zárate Zúñiga 2004; Schreg 2010). The typological intricacies related to the 
                                                
128 Creoleware refers to a low-fired coiled ceramics, tan to dark brown in color. It often has a reddish wash that can 
be burnished or not. However, most fragments show evidence of having been exposed to smoke or fire. With regards 
to vessel shapes, Creoleware is most frequently observed in (1) globular pots or jars with relatively long, wide, 
everted rims; (2) globular pots with short, narrow rims and wide, flat ring handles; (3) bowls in a number of 
different sizes, from quite large to very small, frequently with horizontal, embossed handles applied close to the rim, 
which come in a number of styles but which, in reality, seem to have more a decorative than a practical function, for 
they are very small, seem frail and not very easy to grasp or hold. It is, precisely, these unique handles that give its 
distinctive stylistic character to this pottery. These are thin, ribbon-like, undulating clay strips that are more or less 
fused to the body of the pot. Sometimes they just look like narrow bands with alternating embossed dots on them. A 
second variety of handles are narrow, horizontal,  tabular handles parallel to the rim. These can be long, or short, just 
like small tongs of clay protruding out of the body of the bowl. A third variety of handle would be vertical, flat ring 
handles that can be seen on narrow-neck pots. These handles usually come with a typical dotted decoration on which 
some people have seen representations of traditional Bakongo cosmograms. Elaborate incised geometrical designs 
are occasionally found on sherds classified as Creoleware (Garcés Vargas 2008; Schreg 2010), although I suggest 





archaeological characterization of this particular type pottery have been summarized in detail in a 
recent article by Rovira and me (Rovira and Gaitán 2010), so I consider it superfluous to go through 
them again. More relevant to the present discussion is the fact that, up to the present, the few 
studies focusing on Panamanian Creoleware have either ignored or downplayed the presence of 
African stylistic influences in this pottery type. Schreg, for example, estimates that the technological 
and stylistic features of Panamanian Creoleware have much stronger connections with Indigenous 
traditions than with African or European styles (Schreg 2010) (figure 37).  
 
 Figure 37. Decorated Creole Ware pottery from the House of the Genoese. 
 
While Schreg’s conclusions may only be reflecting inadequate or insufficient research on 
West African material cultures, this a problem which I do not pretend to address here. Panamanian 
Creoleware does appear to have similarities with a wide range of West African pottery traditions 
expressed, for example, in the distinctive style of the Jamaican yabba (Meyers 1999). Within the 
context of an archaeology of slavery in the New World, however, these stylistic traits should not be 
taken as generic, material proofs of Africanity, for this would cast a homogenizing and essentializing 
aura over all the different West African ethnicities caught in the devilish circle of the early 





Even though we have no way to demonstrate that the creators of Panamanian coarse 
handmade earthenwares were actually people of African descent, the fact that these composed about 
80% of the overall population of Tierra Firma throughout the 1600s certainly seems to lean in that 
direction. It comes as no surprise that utilitarian pottery types falling into the category of 
Creoleware usually constitute between 18% and 63% of the ceramic assemblages excavated in Old 
Panama (Schreg 2010:153). At the House of the Genoese, however, the frequency of Creoleware is 
significantly lower than this average, and represents only 11% of all the pottery collected throughout 
the site. Still, at a glance, the dot density map generated for this group of ceramics shows a quite 
similar pattern to the one illustrating the distribution of Spanish and red paste olive jars, with an 
evident concentration of charred fragments of Creoleware situated in the service areas of the house, 
but also along the walls of the courtyards associated with the warehouses in the back of the 
domestic compound (figure 38). The inside of the slavers’ residence, by contrast, shows a lower 
concentration of Creoleware sherds, among which there is a larger proportion of red slipped 
fragments. It would be too hazardous to speculate on the meaning of these particular artifacts 
densities and distributions in the House of the Genoese; however, it is worth pointing out that, 












that written documents convey on the subject, the Grillos’ factors did not spend much on 
utilitarian, cooking earthenware. In the first trimester of 1664, Agustín Grillo and Justiniano 
Justiniani paid no more than fifteen reales for earthen pots for their slaves in Portobello, while they 
spent three times more in having a damaged iron cauldron fixed129 .  
It is worth asking if the pattern of consumption of Creoleware observed at the House of the 
Genoese betrays a deliberate attempt on the part of the Grillos’ agents to bridle the expression of 
potentially menacing, African-influenced traditions in the object world populating their lived space, 
or if, rather, this testifies to the absurdity of looking for a consistent presence of material markers of 
“Africanity” (cf. Cunin 2003:20; Mullins 2008:105) on the grounds of a domestic compound where 
most Africans did not stay for more time than it took them to either recover from their ailments, or 
to succumb to malady while in the care of a Creole nurse slave.  The House of the Genoese should 
be thought of as a place of transit for hazardous, non-Christian chattel no merchant sought to keep 
for long. This was not a space where material forms of cultural resistance, as subtle as these could 
be, could thrive in all their splendor, but more one in which slavers bluntly confessed the fragile 
nature of their social rule by secluding themselves in a protective and comforting object world.  
 
Bright Colors on Obscure Meanings 
 
                                                
129 “Testimonio sobre las ventas de negros hechas en Portobelo y Panamá”. Portobelo, 1ero de Enero a 26 de Marzo 
de1664 –AGI, Contaduría 264B. As we have seen, cauldrons or copper pans of different sizes seem to have been the 
primary cooking devices used by the factors’ slaves and servants in Cartagena and Panama, as well as in the slave 
shacks of the Grillos in Paitilla. As for the earthenware pots the factors bought in Portobello, these could have been 
of Panamanian Creoleware, but could also have been imported from Cartagena. This is suggested by documents 
such as the customs manifesto of the frigate La Santísima Trinidad y Nuestra Señora de los Reyes, which shipped 
from Cartagena to Portobello on May 20, 1667 with a cargo of honey jars, and locally-made earthen pots and bowls 






The typical buff glow of Spanish olive jars, the intense hue of red paste containers, and the 
charred tone of broken Creoleware pots, were not the only shades prevailing in the material world of 
the House of the Genoese. Sparkles of white, blue, green and magenta shone just everywhere in the 
slavers’ compound, as the arsenal of tin-glazed earthenwares composing the domestic equipment of 
the average Panamanian household joined slavers, servants, and slaves, in the colorful dance of 
colonial daily life. Plates and dishes, bowls and basins, cups, pitchers, vases, candlesticks or even 
medicine pots known as albarellos, were among the many wheel-thrown shapes in which tin-glazed 
ceramics could be fabricated and consumed in the early modern world. In Old Panama, archaeology 
has amply demonstrated that, at least since the early 1600s, most of these common artifacts of 
European tradition were elaborated in a unique type of ceramics, characterized by a compact, brick 
red paste, coated with a thick, off-white enamel which, in decorated types, presented a wide variety 
of hand-painted motifs including scrolls, loops, and floral designs (figure 39). Because of its 
overwhelming presence in the archaeological record in Old Panama, this particular type of pottery 
began to be known since the late 1960s as Panamanian Majolica130.  
                                                
130 The actual provenance of this unique type of ceramics has long been a matter of debate. In the late 1960s, Goggin 
proposed that some of the so-called Panamanian majolicas could have actually beeen Peruvian, a thesis that was 
furiously, but unconvincingly defended by Mogrovejo in the 1990s (Goggin 1968:165; Mogrovejo Rosales 1996)). 
Mogrovejo based his arguments on, first, the presence of numerous fragments of tin-glazed earthenwares 
corresponding to the description of Panamanian majolicas in archaeological deposits in the old district of Lima; and 
second, on the account that Jesuit missionary Bernabé Cobo made of the production of tin-glazed earthenwares in 
Peru by the mid 17th century. Mogrovejo also dismissed the information provided by Lister and Lister (1974:44) as 
to the existence of kilns associated with the production of tin-glazed earthenwares in the ruins of Panama, 
considering their information unscientific. In fact, while it is true that those kilns were never fully excavated before 
they disappeared under a massive landfill in what is now part of the municipal cemetery of Panama City, their 
existence was amply documented by Long (1960) and Cruxent (see Lister and Lister 1974), and can also be attested 
to by Mr. Jacinto Almendra, chief conservator in the department of conservation at the Old Panama Trust – 
Patronato Panama Viejo (com. pers. 2009; see also Rovira 2001a; Jamieson 2000). In recent years, clay 
compositional analyses carried out by Rovira and others have suggested that Panamanian majolicas and red paste 
olive jars have the same geographical origin (Rovira et al 2006). However, additional tests need be performed in 
order to confirm that both pottery types were actually being produced in the outskirts of the old Panama City. 
Finally, preliminary results of a study currently in progress (Iñáñez et al. 2011) suggest clear differences between the 
chemical composition of Panamanian wares, on the one hand, and a sample of Peruvian tin-glazed earthenwares, on 
the other. For the time being, it is certainly intriguing to remark that both Panamanian majolicas and red paste olive 






Figure 39. Panamanian majolica in its polychrome and blue-on-white varieties 
 
Panamanian majolicas have been given a fair amount of attention in the archaeological 
literature in the last few years, partly due to major uncertainties as to their geographical origin, but 
also because of their striking, visual appearance. While plain majolicas seem to have been the first 
tin-glazed pottery to be produced in Old Panama, most probably by the last quarter of the 16th 
century, blue-on-white and polychrome varieties made their appearance in the material universe of 
the city by the first decades of the 17th century. After years of studying the technological and stylistic 
aspects of these ceramics, Rovira (Rovira and Mojica 2006) has concluded that, from an 
iconographic point of view, Panamanian majolica departs from decorative styles typical of the 
Renaissance. Instead, it retains connections with medieval and Islamic pottery traditions, and 
manifests a strong influence from the Chinese Kraak porcelain of the same period (figure 40). 
                                                                                                                                                       
which would seem like a compelling evidence in favor of the local origin of these two pottery types. However, as 
Jamieson (2000) suggests, it is also possible that these materials may have been manufactured in more than one 
place, using similar technologies and decorative styles that we have not yet learnt to differentiate from a typological 






Figure 40. A whole Kraak porcelain plate base found in the deepest layers of the slavers' residence (see footnote on page 
249).        
 
Rovira does not venture to propose an explanation for this particular stylistic trend, nor will 
I attempt to theorize in that direction within the framework of the present study. However, it is still 
interesting to observe that, whereas Panamanian majolicas are certainly some of the best 
characterized materials in the Spanish colonial object world, their social meaning remains quite 
obscure. Indeed, practically nothing is known about the context of production and consumption of 
this ceramics. The increased attention that these colorful, and often beautiful artifacts have acquired 
as they emerge from the archaeological record of Old Panama might be contributing to imbue them 
with a prestigious aura that, in fact, they never really had (cf. Jamieson 2000, 2001). 
It has often been argued that, in the Spanish colonial world, majolica tableware played a key 
role as a material marker of status and ethnicity because, being more expensive and specialized than 
other types of dinnerware, they were only consumed by relatively wealthy people of European 
descent (Jamieson 2000; Deagan 1988). Clearly, evidence available for the site of Old Panama does 
not support this posture. White residents in the city were few, and while most of them were not 
particularly wealthy, many were frankly poor (Castillero Calvo 2006). However, Panamanian 





more than 10% of the overall ceramics assemblage recovered throughout the Old Panama site. At 
the House of the Genoese, the frequency of majolicas is two and a half times higher than in any 
other area of the colonial town, suggesting that these attractive materialities may have constituted a 
major part of the object world of a significant number of people living in the Grillos’ agents’ 
household (figure 41). But who could these have been? Agustín de Urrutia, Justiniano Justiniani’s 
19-year old clerk? Santiago Fernández and Lorenzo del Pino, the two foremen in the pay of the 
Asiento? The barber? The surgeon? Or, perhaps, Ana de Reynoso and Leonor María, the two Creole 
slave nurses of the Genoese? I shall consider them all as potential culprits for having drunk and eaten 
in sparkling majolica vessels, for having dropped them, and crushed their fragments in, for example, 
the 2,343 unrefitable rims of Panamanian tin-glazed earthenware dishes registered in the ceramic 
database of the House of the Genoese.    
 
Beyond Shackles: the Other Materialities of the Slave Trade 
 
Purchasing, bartering, using and discarding precious fabrications from faraway lands was the 
constant underpinning of existence at the House of the Genoese. The lived space of the Grillos’ 












of exchange which challenged and defeated distance, values, morals, and laws in the process of 
creation of the global capitalist world-system in which we still live today. It was within this ambit of 
unbounded circulation that a myriad of cosmopolitan goods and artifacts transited through the 
private universe of Agustín Grillo and Justiniano Justiniani, dotting their abode with dim, yet 
abiding non-ceramic traces which we can now recognize archaeologically as eloquent and truthful 
materialities of the transatlantic slave trade. Among the special artifacts recovered at the House of 
the Genoese, some hold the same residual status which characterizes Spanish olive jars –that of 
inconsumable, metonymic leftovers  speaking for the perishable product or content of which they 
were extensions. Others, by contrast, must have been unintentionally dropped, lost, and ultimately 
missed by their owners, as their materialities slipped through the sphere of daily practice and 
collecting to initiate their slow gestation as potent archaeological objects.  
These crumbs of the past, burnt or tossed aside as byproducts of the Grillo’s agents needs, 
ambitions and desires, are as accurate representations of the realities of the slave trade as the 
gruesome, essentializing images of shackles and chains through which the story of human traffic has 
normally been described. Yet waking them up from the languor in which they have steeped for over 
three hundred years is a long and difficult endeavor which exceeds the possibilities of the present 
work. In the remaining pages of this chapter, thus, I will provide a brief outline of the possible 
meanings imbuing the small things forgotten which once populated the House of the Genoese.  
Lead bale seals, for example (figure 42), constitute rare reifications of the gigantic commerce 
in textiles which took over the Atlantic since the beginning of the Western imperial era (Egan 
1994). In the Spanish colonial world, cloth was the trading good par excellence (Jamieson 2004) and, 





board of their slave ships. As royal authorities in Cartagena reported on October 10, 1669, based on 
the testimony of Francisco Lascano, a 25-year-old seaman living in Cartagena, it was common 
knowledge that the Grillos shamelessly partook in the illegal commerce of all sorts of European 
fabrics, among many other valuable objects of desire:  
… and he says he knows from having seen it that in the said ship San Fortunato they 
brought in plenty of linen and wool stuff, such as Brittany cloth, boxes of points, hats, silks, 
and cloth from Rouen, ropes, tar, cinnamon, pepper, spirits and wax, and that they bring 
these goods in cases they hide in caches and secret places, under the sand they carry as ballast 
so that they pass unnoticed by the royal ministers who visit  
the ship, and they unload this merchandise at nighttime, in this city as in Portobello, and 
this is the norm in all the ships of the Asiento, to introduce these goods on the sly, as he has 
already mentioned, and as to the other questions he says he knows nothing about them.131  
 
 
Figure 42. Some lead bale seals excavated at the House of the Genoese. The one on the top right corner bears the arms of 
the city of London. 
Little more than thirty lead bale seals have been recovered throughout the Old Panama site 
so far, one quarter of which were excavated in the warehouse and service areas of the House of the 
Genoese (figure 43). At this point of my research, the logos impressed on these embodiments of 
early modern networks of exchange have yet to be identified. The dates, monograms and recurrent 
designs stamped on this collection of lead bale seals clearly indicate the unique biographical 
                                                
131 “Testimonio de los vecinos y marineros de Cartagena sobre actividades ilegales y daños causados por el Asiento 





potential of these archaeological objects, which shall be approached in the future as rich sources of 
information about the complicated grammars of the early modern transatlantic trade.  
 
 Three Pesos and Three Reales 
 
On the morning following their seizure of the House of the Genoese, royal officials met at 
the royal depot to count the money they had confiscated from the Grillos’ agents. Coins tallied up 
to 102,500 pesos, a colossal sum equivalent to one third of what, according to the Asientos’ clauses, 
Grillo and Lomelin owed to the royal treasury each year132 . This may give us a rough estimate of the 
unbelievable amount of silver coinage that circulated through the slavers’ compound on a regular 
basis. Thus, it comes as no surprise that the House of the Genoese shows the largest concentration 
of archaeological silver cobs reported in Old Panama so far. Twenty-five coins of various 
denominations were recovered throughout the study area, with the largest densities of coinage 
appearing, as always, around the service areas and within the main building of the Genoese. As 
indicated before, some of these coins may have been
                                                
132 “Embargo e inventario de los bienes del Asiento en Panamá, 31 de mayo a 1ero de junio de 1666. Dado en 











intentionally deposited in caches in particularly meaningful places throughout the compound, 
although, for the time being, this possibility remains difficult to assess. The fact that the majority of 
the coins composing the collection are of one-half of a real, the smallest denomination available for 
the Spanish colonial coinage system in the 1600s, suggests that many of these cobs were accidentally 
dropped and lost by their owners. However, a larger eight-reales coin, most rarely found in 
archaeological contexts, was also recovered on the ground of the slavers’ dwelling and, in spite of its 
size, could have easily fallen through the planks of a wooden flooring. Losing eight reales could sound 
like a trifle, as compared to the six-digit values filling up the financial records of the Asiento. Still, 
many things could have been done with that single coin, like buying twelve wooden buckets for the 
slaves, two glazed pitchers for the whites, or one reel of thread to sew new garments for the ill 
captives. Adding up the value of all the coins found in the House of the Genoese, we get a total of 
three pesos and three reales, which would have been enough to hire a catcher to return a missing 
slave girl; to pay a sung mass to the Holy Virgin; or to rent a boat to take royal officials in 
Portobello to perform their custom visit of the slave ship Santa Cruz (see Table 6).133  
Identifying and dating Spanish colonial coins is a complex undertaking that requires a high 
level of training and expertise, especially when it comes to poorly preserved specimens recovered 
from archaeological excavations (McCusker 1978; Deagan 2002:256; Craig 2000)134 . While only a 
preliminary numismatic analysis could be carried out on the cobs collected at the House of the 
Genoese, it is interesting to observe that the majority of the specimens in the group seem to have 
                                                
133 “Testimonio sobre las ventas de negros hechas en Portobelo y Panamá. Portobelo, 25 de enero a 26 de marzo de 
1664”. –AGI Contaduría 264b, ff 5v-15v 
 
134 There are five basic criteria to take into account when it comes to identifying and dating a Spanish colonial coin: 
first, its denomination (i.e. ½ , 1, 2, 4, or 8 reales); second, the Spanish monarch represented on the coin; third, the 
mint where it was struck; fourth, the initials of the assayer verifying the value and pureness of the silver coin; and 
fifth, its overall weight. All of these aspects were not always observable on the coins from the House of the 





been struck under Philip IV (1621-1665) –the Planet King, the very sovereign who originally signed 
the Asiento treaty with his Genoese bankers, Domingo Grillo and Ambrosio Lomelin. Lastly, it may 
also be revealing to note that the coins amassed during the field seasons of 2007 and 2008 constitute 
yet another embodiment of the formidably wide scope of the Grillos’ trading force (figure 44). 
Indeed, the collection originates in the three main Spanish colonial mints operating in the 1600s –
Potosi, Mexico City, and Santa Fe de Bogotá, which, in turn, correspond to the three regions in 
which the Asiento was the most active: Peru, New Spain, and the New Kingdom of Granada135 .  
                                                           
Figure 44. A two-real coin from the House of the Genoese. The coin was minted in Mexico under the co-reign of emperor 
Charles the First and his mother, queen Joanna (1516-1556). 
 
PROVENANCE  WEIGHT DENOMINATION MONARCH MINT ASSAYER RANGE 
UE1B2BE2  1.80g Half a Real Felipe III? Potosi ? 1598-1621 
UE1C1BE2  1.94g Real Felipe IV Potosi ? 1657 
UE1C1BE2  1.07g Half a Real Felipe III Potosi ? 1598-1621 
UE2AE4 1.26g Half a Real Felipe II Potosi R 1591-99 
UE3D2E1  4.49g Real Felipe III Potosi 
Agustín de la 
Cuadra 1613-16 
UE6AAE2-3 1.32g Half a Real ? ? ? ? 
                                                
135 A mint operated in Panama only for a few years in the 1580s. Therefore, cubs struck in Panama are extremely 
rare and highly valued by collectors. Lima had a mint functioning between 1568 and 1589, then for a few months 
between 1659 and 1660, and on a more regular  basis after 1684. The Cartagena mint was active between 1621 and 
1655. Therefore, there were only three mints operating in the New World during the time of the Asiento: the one in 
Potosi, the one in Mexico City, and the one in Bogotá. As quintessential traveling objects, however, coins could 
continue to circulate for years or decades after they were struck. Therefore, it is not surprising to find that some 
coins in the collection of the House of the Genoese can date back to the co-reign of emperor Charles the First  and 





UE6ADE1 2.54g Real Felipe IV Potosi Ergueta 1653 
UE6BDE2 2.72g Real Felipe IV Potosi Ergueta 1663 
UE6DBE1  1.31g Half a Real Felipe IV ? ? 1621-1665 
UE9CBE1 1.51g Half a Real Felipe IV ? ? 1621-1665 
UE9CBE1  1.09g Half a Real Felipe IV? ? ? ? 
UE9CDE1  2.93g Real Felipe II Mexico ? 1554-1598 
UE12DE1  3.15g Real ? ? ? ? 




UE16B1CE2 2.86g Real ?  ? ? 
UE16B2BE1  2.65g Real ?  ? ? 
UE19LE3   2.79g Real Felipe III Potosi ? 1617-1632 
UE20DE4 1.25g Half a Real ?  ? ? 
UE20DE4 1.46g Half a Real Felipe III Potosi 
Agustín de la 
Cuadra 1598-1621 
UE26DE1 3.40g Real Felipe IV Potosi ? 1658 
UE27E3  3.35g Real Felipe II? ? ? 1554-1598 
UE30E1 1.94g Real Felipe IV ? ? 1660-1669 
UE35DE3 1.18g Half a Real ? ? ? ? 
UE37ABE3 1.08g Half a Real Felipe IV Santafe ? 1621-1665 
UE43E1 5.84g Two Reales Carlos I Mexico ? 1536-66 
Table 6.  Coin collection recovered at the House of the Genoese 
 
Because the value of silver coins was intrinsic to their mass, it was essential for any merchant 
to be able to calculate or verify the latter on the basis of a standard system of  weights and measures 
(Mancho 2008). Therefore, scales and weights were indispensable elements of the colonial trading 
paraphernalia which are relatively well represented in the archaeological record at the Old Panama 
site. Most probably fabricated in Germany or the Netherlands during the early modern period 
(Deagan 2002), coin weights consisted of brass or copper-alloy pieces, usually round in shape up to 
the late 1600s. Each piece was stamped with a particular design indicating the coin it was meant to 
represent. Also commonly used in Spain from the 16th century onwards, nested or cup weights 
consisted of a series of graduated cup-shaped weights fitting into one another. The largest cup in the 
set usually had a lid enclosing the weights together and forming a compact, portable unit (Deagan 





house, service areas and warehouses of the slavers’ compound, although it is not clear in which 
circumstances they might have been abandoned (figure 45). 
     
Figure 45. Some of the weights, nested-weights and weight lid recovered at the House of the Geonoese. 
 
Official records clearly indicate that Agustín Grillo and Justiniano Justiniani had scales, 
steelyards and weights available on the first floor of their house, some of which might have been left 
behind or lost as the factors hastily fled a city beleaguered by pirates and fire. This version could 
actually be supported by an official document signed by Juan de Issasi, a notary public from Panama 
who served as delegate to the guild of merchants of Lima in the province of Tierra Firma. In a note 
dated September 11, 1671, Issasi informed his superiors in Peru that, on one occasion, because all 





Justiniano Justiniani had had to wait to be in Portobello to determine the amount of the Avería tax 
he had to pay for a cargo of wrought silver he had convoyed across the Isthmus.136      
  
Fine Gold and Cheap Trinkets 
 
Excavations at the House of the Genoese, thus, have revealed significant concentrations of 
relatively rare archaeological finds, such as lead bale seals, Spanish silver cobs, and copper-alloy 
weights, which allow us to perceive the long-forgotten textures of daily life as it was lived in the 
colonial province of Tierra Firma. Yet above all, these evocative embodiments of power and 
mercantilist savoir-faire  demonstrate that the world of baroque slavers gravitated not only to the 
sphere of transatlantic human traffic, but to a much wider understanding of the possibilities of long-
distance trade. Still, within this brutal, dehumanized context in which virtually anything could be 
tallied, weighed, tagged and bought, there was still room for more intimate expressions of personal 
choices and ambitions, such as the ones reified through elements of clothing and personal 
adornment. Archaeological research at the House of the Genoese has yielded a fair number of 
artifacts falling into this category, including items of both fine and popular jewelry which, without 
entering in a profound discussion of baroque costume and bodily regimes, may give us a brief sense 
of how social status may have been performed through personal adornment practices within the 
tense context of the slavers’ compound in Old Panama.  
                                                
136 “Año de 1671. Quderno en que yo Juan de Issasi comisario del Comercio del Piru tengo la quenta y raçon de lo 
gastado por el dicho Comercio y entra en mi poder perteneciente a el, que comiença desde primero de maio de 
1671”. En: “Cuentas del Derecho de Avería de Su Magestad de los años de 1662, 1664, 1665, 1667, 1669, 1670 y 






 As Kathleen Deagan has recently noted (2002:106), jewelry of all sorts was widely available 
throughout the Spanish colonies in the New World, including both popular, inexpensive trinkets 
and valuable items of fine jewelry, either European in origin or American-made. To be sure, fine, 
precious jewelry is a rare occurrence in archaeological contexts, and is mostly known through 
museum collections or treasures recovered from shipwrecks. At the House of the Genoese, few 
goldwork elements such as gold beads, and a fragment of a gold, pearl and cut glass pendant, are 
indicative of the way in which Agustín Grillo and Justiniano Justiniani may have defied the many 
sumptuary laws in efeect in Spanish territories in the late 1600s (Heredia Moreno 2007; Sánchez-
Lafuente 2007), displaying unmistakable material testifiers of power and rank among their servants, 
slaves, and fellow residents in the province of Tierra Firma (figure 46). For the Grillos’ agents in the 
New World, however, the ostentation of  luxurious personal items may have been a cumpolsory 
matter of  decorum, through which they publicaly communicated not only their worth as 
individuals, but the respectability and grandeur of the slave trading venture they represented. 
Wearing heavy, precious clothing trimmed in silver thread and lace in the torrid and damp climate 
of the Isthmus might have been a torturous experience and yet, for the factors of the Asiento, it 
might have been equivalent to a warranty of life.  
It may come as no surprise to find, dumped in the midden or scattered on the floor of the 
main residence of the Genoese, twenty-eight twisted silver trimming threads, and over sixty gilt 
silver sequins that, perhaps, decorated the dark velvet doublet of one of the Grillos’ agents137 .  
                                                
137 Although silver sequins have been occasionally reported in Spanish colonial sites, they are considered extremely 
rare findings in archaeological contexts (Deagan 2002:179). Other high-status decorative clothing items recovered at 






                              Figure 46. Cut crystals and gemstones excavated at the House of the Genoese. 
 
Precious or semi-precious gems could also have been found attached or set into the fine 
jewelry worn by the factors, both for their ennobling nature and for their magic, curative, or 
apotropaic virtues. For example, a small, table-cut crystal recovered at the House of the Genoese 
may have been used on a finger ring to ward off the dangers of the evil eye138  and relieve the nuisance 
of excessive thirst. Garnet beads, such as the ones found scattered on the floor of the slaver’s 
dwelling may have been strung on a chaplet to lighten the heart and allay sadness, while the emerald 
cabochon excavated near the warehouses of the compound may have been inlayed in a precious 
amulet for good fortune (Deagan 2002:90; Morales 1977 [1598]).   
 Moving into the equally fascinating realm of baroque popular jewelry, excavations in the 
slavers’ compound suggest that the Grillos’ servants, and perhaps their slaves, used their own share 
of trinkets to reify their gender, contest their status, or affirm their faith. Two mass-produced 
copper-alloy Christian devotional medals, quite common in late 16th and 17th century Spanish 
colonial sites (Deagan 2002:46-7), were recovered around the threshold of the shack in the 
backyard of the slavers’ compound, one of them bearing an intriguing temple-like image that is still 
                                                
138 Widely spread throughout Europe and around the Mediterranean, the notion of the evil eye referred to malevolent 
glances through which envious or ill-meaning people could cause physical harm and misfortune to their enemies, 





to be identified. Inexpensive copper-alloy or dark, molded glass finger rings (Deagan 2002:122) were 
also retrieved, mostly on the floor of the main building of the slavers’ compound (figure 47). 
Although practically nothing is known about the origin and context of use of these popular jewels, 
their strikingly small diameter (less than 2cm) automatically raises questions as to the sex, age, or 
ethnicity of their former wearers, and their relation to the universe of early modern human traffic.    
Lastly, when it comes to casting a critical glance onto the materialities of the transatlantic 
slave trade, some other small and delicate items of popular jewelry might be considered especially 
revealing. Six hundred and fifty-six beads of all sorts were found dotting the ground of the House of 
the Genoese (figures 48 and 49). Over 80% of this impressively large collection consists of tiny glass 
individuals known as seed beads, most of which were recovered on the floor of the Grillos’ agents 
dwelling place. Interestingly enough, of all the seed beads collected in the House of the Genoese, 
54% are blue, 36% green, and 10% clear, a pattern that seems quite significant in the light of an 
important volume of archaeological literature focusing on the distribution and consumption of trade 











2009; LaRoche 1994; Ogundiran 2002). Since the 1970s, in particular, researchers have been 
reporting that blue beads tend to be markedly predominant in sites such as plantation slave quarters 
and African burial grounds, which has ultimately been interpreted as a proof of their relevance in the 
spiritual universe of communities of African descent. More precisely, blue beads have been 
consistently related to a wide array of magical healing practices and apotropaic rituals amply 
documented in African-American lore (Wilkie 1995; Stine, Cabak, and Groover 1996; LaRoche 
1994). If one were to accept that blue beads play an important spiritual and metaphysical role 
among people of West-African origin, as homogenizing and misleading as this description may be, 
the abnormal concentration of these potentially magical artifacts within the lived space of Old 
Panama’s slave merchants certainly represents an unsettling finding (figures 48 and 49).  
 
Figure 48. A small sample of the unusually large collection of glass seed beads recovered at the House of the Genoese. 











At this stage of this investigation, however, one can do little more than speculate about the 
particular process of deposition resulting in the scattering of hundreds of blue, green, and clear seed 
beads on the  archaeological floor of the House of the Genoese. Were these beads ordinary goods 
traded by the Agustín Grillo and Justiniano Justiniani within the context of their long-distance 
mercantilist traffic? Who would, then, be their buyers and why? Alternatively, could these 
predominantly blue beads have been destined to remain in the slavers’ residence and used, in one or 
another way, as potent, magic repellants against the much feared power of African witchcraft (Maya 
Restrepo 2005)?  
The latter possibility could be bolstered by some additional evidence of the use of both 
Christian ritual artifacts and heathen lucky charms within the ample limits of the Grillos’ agents 
compound. For example, at least twenty ivory, crystal, or jet rosary beads were recovered both inside 
and outside of the main building in the slavers’ compound. While this is not the place to go through 
a detailed assessment of the extraordinary properties of chaplets as sensuous embodiments of faith, it 
would be hard to resist the temptation to refer in passing to the mordant description that French 
aristocrat and writer Madame D’Aulnoy (1874 [1690-91]) made of the paramount role that praying 
beads were given at the court of Spain in the late 1600s :    
“It is a must to see how they continually use those chaplets. Every lady there has one of those 
fastened to her girdle, and so long that it nearly trails on the floor. They endlessly repeat 
their rosary in the street or as they play ombre, as they speak or even when they are making 
love; when they are telling lies, or speaking evil of their neighbors, they are always muttering 
over their beads. Even when they are in great company, they keep the rosary going. I leave 
you to judge on this, as one piously says. Custom has, however, great power in this country”. 
139 
  
                                                
139 Aulnoy, Marie-Catherine, Comtesse d’ (1874 [1690-91]). “La cour et la ville de Madrid vers la fin du XVIIe 






Although Madame D’Aulnoy’s comments could make us think that rosaries were heavily 
gendered artifacts pertaining exclusively to the female object world, this was certainly not the case, 
for praying beads were commonly found among the personal possessions of males like, for example, 
don Domingo Grillo (see chapter 5). In any case fancy rosaries of ivory or rock crystal beads were 
clearly worthy complements to the Catholic paraphernalia populating the first floor of the House of 
the Genoese, as would have been a precious bible or missal book adorned with enameled copper-
alloy clasps, such as the one retrieved within the ruins of the Grillo’s agents residence (figure 50).  
         
Figure 50. A gilt and enameled book clasp recovered on the floor of the main residence of the slavers. 
 
The House of the Genoese was a lived space where more than one must have invoked a 
good dose of heavenly protection. Yet, more than chaplets, bibles, and portraits of saints, perhaps 
what constitutes the most eloquent substantiation of the state of nervousness and existential distress 
in which Agustín Grillo and Justiniano Justiniani must have lived, day after day, even within the 
relative security of their fortified house, might be found in a rare silver higa or fist charm (Hildburgh 





ancient Spanish lore, amulets in the shape of a clenched hand were, even at the royal court of the 
Spanish Habsburgs, believed to be most effective in warding off the evil eye (Maloney 1976; Salillas 
1905; Elsworty 1895; Deagan 2002:95). In the particular context of the House of the Genoese, this 
unique piece of silverwork seems a truthful embodiment of the fear that the slave merchants living in 
this compact, sturdy building with thick stone walls and few doors, may have had of the uncanny 
evil radiating from the living fetishes that they had riskily chosen to buy and sell (Pels 1998; Pietz). 
Pragmatic as they were, these early capitalists would not neglect to shield themselves with other, 
straightforwardly modern means of protection.  
                             
Figure 51. A silver figa or clenched hand charm recovered next to the well of the House of the Genoese 
 
Indeed, archaeological evidence for the presence and use of arms is consistent throughout 
the House of the Genoese: fragments of sword hilts, pommels and scabbard tips were recovered all 
over the slavers compound, along with compelling, material proofs of the use of firearms in different 
areas of the Grillos’ compound. For once, the revealing aspect of this category of objects lies, more 
than on their mere identification, on their specific distribution throughout the site (figure 52). 





slavers’ house, musket lead shots seem to concentrate in the area of the warehouses and, to a lesser 
extent, in the buffer zone between the service areas and the backyard of the compound. However, 
when the distribution of sword hilts fragments are added to the map, it seems clear that, overall, 
archaeological evidence for arms always appears clustered around the few and narrow doorways of 















Epilogue: Empathies, at last 
 
 
It has been an unusually hot summer in the Northeast –so hot and humid that, as I write 
these final lines, sitting at my office desk in New York, I can easily feel transported to the sweltering 
shores of the South Sea. Heat –as Mick Taussig cogently noted, not so long ago- is rarely accounted 
for in the ethnographic literature of the Tropics, despite the fascinating and unquestionable role it 
plays in shaping social life in those otherwise well-studied regions of the world (Taussig 2004:32). In 
fact, it could be argued that the oppressive effect that heat can have on the behavior of human 
beings is an especially clear expression of the emotional nature of people’s engagement with the 
material world (Gosden 2004). Heat –as any extreme and abrupt stimulation of the senses- has the 
power to destabilize and transform  people’s cultural repertoires (cf. Nakamura 2005); therefore, as 
a powerful sensuous experience, heat remains engraved in the deepest fibers of the corporeal self 
which, when stimulated again, have a strong ability to spark off the process of remembrance. 
Panama stands high in the list of places of the so-called Torrid Zone where the prostrating 
power of the Tropics can be felt at its worst, as was repeatedly mentioned by virtually every 
chronicler describing life in the isthmus, in colonial times and beyond. For this reason, it shall come 





a succession of almost proustian associations which have brought me to question the 
phenomenological basis upon which this dissertation was based. As most detractors of 
phenomenological approaches have long argued (Derrida 1967; Foucault 1966), relying on lived-
experience as an interpretative framework to understand human behavior, past and present, may 
lead us to mistake our personal, empirical experiences for transcendental and atemporal facts. In 
other words, phenomenological approaches might induce us to shape our comprehension of the past 
on the basis of ambiguous and self-referential analytical systems in which, as Lawlor, states, all that 
we can hear is our own voice speaking (Lawlor 2004:31). Phenomenology has also frequently been 
described as a practice lacking normative foundations and “seeking authority by slipping into the 
realm of the ontological” (Leach 1997:83). In archaeology, these critical remarks resonate well with 
the work of Lynn Meskell (Meskell 2004:1; 2005a:249) and Martin Hall (Hall 2000:44), among 
others, who warn us about the dangers of building archaeological knowledge upon dubious empathic 
connections compromising the historicity and specificity of human societies in the past (Quinn 
1999:93). As Hall rightly observes, “to assume that people in the past were like us in order to 
facilitate interpretation by empathy leads to a circularity in interpretation that renders historical 
inquiry self-serving” (Hall 2000:9).  
Archaeologies of ancient societies which, at a glance, may appear radically distant from our 
own, are not intrinsically resistant to the lure of empathic connections (Meskell and Joyce 2003). 
Yet it is clear that, the closer we move towards our historical and cultural present, the more likely 
we are to cede to subjective readings of a past to which we feel closely or even genealogically related. 
Looking back on the analytical and interpretative choices I have made in this archaeology of slavers 
and slaves, I admit I may have, to some extent, fallen into this subjective or empathic trap by 





who govern the world today. Evidence presented in this dissertation, however, supports the idea 
that early businessmen such as Domingo Grillo, Ambrosio Lomelin and their clique of agents had, 
indeed, an unquestionably modern take on material life. Beyond the essential divide existing 
between the baroque ethical and aesthetical perception of the world and the Cartesian mindset that 
later western societies have come to claim as their own, the Grillos’ understanding of the process of 
commodification, fetishization, and circulation of things –such as money, goods, or slaves- largely 
corresponds to the one upholding the spirit of capitalist relations in the present. The Grillos, thus, 
can be argued not only to have experienced intimate cravings, metaphysical fears and mundane 
ambitions surprisingly close to the desires of common, modern individuals, but also to have sought 
their personal fulfillment through unscrupulous maneuvers practically identical to those, as we well 
know, prevail in current financial milieus.    
It is for this reason that, as an acknowledgment of the historical filiations existing between 
the financial universe of baroque slave traders and the late-capitalist system in which we live today, 
emphatic condemnations of human traffic in the present should be nuanced with an empathic 
understanding of the material and emotional conditions in which particular individuals in the past 
embraced the conduct of the transatlantic slave trade as a legally and morally acceptable behavior. 
This archaeology of the slave trade has been an example of how, within thoroughly documented 
historical and archaeological contexts, phenomenological connections may be taken beyond the 
limits of personal experience,  and used as a starting point to delineate material intersections in 
which past emotions can be identified, explored, and explained (Harris and Sørensen 2010) in terms 
that are meaningful to us in the present. 
There where, for the sake of objectivity and political correctness, I could have focused on 





socially sensitized present, in which all forms of human traffic have been morally and legally 
condemned, I have opted to recreate the life stories of European slavers employing a language to 
which people may spontaneously relate today. This, however, shall not be read as a vindication of an 
atrocious traffic that would forever modify the social and economic structure of the modern world. 
It must be seen instead as a unique opportunity to interrogate, complicate and demythify our 
understanding of slavery and the slave trade  as a set of dehumanized  practices that could only have 
been carried out in a morally primitive past. Assuming that people in the past were like us is an 
admittedly dangerous position when it comes to interpreting the archaeological record. Assuming 
that they were not, however, may be an equally risky belief. There are no transhistorical or 
ontological pretensions embedded in this observation –or in this dissertation as a whole. Quite the 
opposite, the material narrative I have proposed in this work constitutes an effort to historicize an 
issue that, following the rise of abolitionist movements in the early 1800s, was ripped off its rich 
temporal texture as it came to dominate the reductionist, modern Western perception of the 
complex genealogies of the capitalist world-system. 
 
Thinking back, thinking forward 
 
As I have argued in the introduction to this work, it is indispensable to rethink and expand 
the sets of polarized questions through which slave societies continue to be studied in the social 
sciences and, in particular, those exploring the social space of human traffic as a racialized battlefield 
simply opposing resisters to oppressors. Indeed, the archaeology I have proposed here has not been 
one of blacks and whites, much less one of victims and victimizers. Rather, this study has aimed to 





social life in the early modern world. Building upon a theoretically challenging understanding of the 
formative role that objects play in the construction and transformation of social relations, I hope to 
have demonstrated that the thorny problem of the transatlantic slave trade cannot be unraveled  
without bringing together the life stories of a wide range of social and material actors not easily 
classifiable in terms of stable or well-defined ethnic, cultural and historical categories. Further, 
throughout this text, my underlying –if mostly silent- purpose has been to remind the reader that 
the vile traffic that people like Domingo Grillo and Ambrosio Lomelin carried out with an apparent 
peace of mind had horrific long-term consequences that concern us all, regardless of the ethnic and 
cultural heritage we may claim as our own.  
The second chapter of this dissertation aimed at providing a clear and synthetic description 
of the terms in which slavery was understood and revived as an institution as a result of the Spanish 
colonization of the New World. In this work, however, I have consistently avoided to place the 
figure of African-born slaves in the center of the picture. Rather, I have intentionally attempted to 
assign to captives a less obvious, but still ubiquitous role as the principal –yet by no means not the 
only- materialities populating the commercial universe of merchants such as Grillo and Lomelin. 
The contradictions inherent to the commodified and fetishized condition of slaves –those precious, 
yet dangerous embodied objects for whom the Grillos seemed ready to lie, to deceive, or to kill- 
were perhaps not stressed enough throughout the body of this dissertation. Any sequel of this study 
shall, therefore, delve much deeper in theoretical questions germane to the process of objectification 
and fetishization of enslaved human beings, as opposed to other categories of tradable things. In 
particular, it will be interesting to investigate how this overall process of commodification affected 





unique rhetoric through which the materiality of their bodies was assessed, exploited and abused, 
but also looked after, nursed, and loved by their captors.    
This future avenue of research will represent an important addition to what chapters 6 and 7 
already tell us on the material universe of baroque slave traders in the Isthmus of Tierra Firma. Yet 
the distribution, biographies and cultural trajectories of many of the artifacts I have uncovered and 
identified over the course of this investigation still require to be pushed much further. As stated in 
chapter 6, the mapping of the excavations at the House of the Genoese proved to be exceedingly 
complicated, not only because of the sheer extension of the stratigraphic explorations carried out at 
the site, but mostly because the high density of artifacts recovered during the field seasons of 2007 
and 2008 compromised the readability of these objects’ spatial distribution. Much time and energy 
will need to be invested to filter the maps presented in this dissertation so that they can reveal some 
more about the consumption grammars prevailing in the lived space of the last slave traders to live in 
the city of Old Panama.  
All is yet to be said about what the impressive collection of faunal remains recovered at the 
House of the Genoese may be telling us about the foodways of the Grillos agents and their slaves. 
Likewise, the pottery, wirework, and blue beads, whose presence in the compound of the slavers 
might testify to the survival of some African practices or traditions on the shores of the South Sea 
shall certainly be explored further from a technical and stylistic standpoint, in order to contribute to 
the understanding of early processes of ethnogenesis among enslaved communities in the New 
World. It is also crucial to pursue chemical compositional analyses on the clays of the so-called red 
paste olive jars, of which so many fragments were recovered at the House of the Genoese. Indeed, 
only the confirmation of the main place –or places- of manufacture of these jars could add a material 





parallel trade of wine and slaves linking the Isthmus of Tierra Firma to the wealthy provinces of 
Peru.  
As I amply discuss in the beginning of chapter 3, even though my analysis of the structure 
and evolution of the Grillo and Lomelin Asiento is grounded on information I gathered during my 
archival research at the Archivo General de Indias in Seville, much of it reproduces what had already 
been masterfully synthesized in previous studies. Making this information readable and relevant to 
an anthropological audience has been one of the main challenges of this dissertation. While I may 
have succeeded in rendering a nuanced but still accurate enough depiction of the geopolitical 
conditions which allowed for the development of the Grillos’ daring trade in the late 1600s, chapter 
3 also describes the difficulties I encountered in approaching historical records as an archaeologist. 
The materiality of colonial texts, I state, is more than an epiphenomenal trait subordinated to 
documentary value of the written record. To unlock the material meaning of these traveling artifacts 
par excellence, however, implies a careful revision of specific aspects of the archival data, such as the 
secret regularities embedded in the visual and tactile qualities of texts, and in the processes through 
which these get incorporated and distributed in the larger corpus of the colonial archive. This 
fascinating and innovative avenue of research, which has largely fallen beyond the scope of the 
present work, shall be given priority in the continuation of this investigation.    
Overall, this dissertation might represent an innovative attempt to refine and sophisticate 
traditional academic discourses on the topics of slavery and the slave trade. Some of the notions 
which have been central to pursue this endeavor, however, still need to be explored much further. In 
particular, what I describe as the physical and psychical vulnerability of the Grillos, not only vis-à-vis 
the domestic enemies they trafficked in, but also with regards to the unruly colonial world in which 





addressing the complex notion of risk (e.g. Douglas 1966; Luhmann 2005; Ho 2009). What, 
exactly, could have been the moral and metaphysical issues at stake in the bold commercial 
transactions carried out by Domingo Grillo and Ambrosio Lomelin? This problem has only been 
superficially addressed in this archaeology of the slave trade, and still requires to be examined in 
detail through a deeper and more systematic scrutiny of the spirit of the Baroque.  
It is, however, with a still too shallow understanding of this baroque spirit in mind that, 
mostly in chapters 4 and 5, I have tried here to decrypt the intriguing personality of don Domingo 
Grillo. Prying into the private universe of this late-17th century entrepreneur, on whose social life so 
little had been said till now, has proved a truly fascinating experience. The sometimes tortuous 
detours I have taken to complete this task were not only unavoidable from a methodological 
standpoint; above all, they may have contributed to demonstrate how much of our intimate material 
present was just made possible by the past commodification of human beings. From the shores of 
Lago Maggiore, to those of the South Sea, I have observed every detail that could give me a clue on 
how much Domingo Grillo was not only a merchant of his time; he was also a Genoese, and 
certainly a man with legitimate aspirations, fears and passions of his own. One of the main 
shortcomings of this work, however, has certainly been to focus so much on the leading figure of the 
Asiento, to the detriment of many other actors who were central to the functioning of the Grillos’ 
trade. In particular, the elusive character of Ambrosio Lomelin remains an aspect which deserves 
much more attention in the future. Further research needs to be carried out about the family life and 
object world of this man who, contrary to his lifelong business partner, paid a deadly toll for his 
capitalist ambitions. An archaeological exploration of Ambrosio Lomelin’s life project might either 





the one I have proposed for Domingo Grillo, and which, as I show in chapter 6, perfectly adjusts to 
the life trajectory of Justiniano Justiniani, one of the Asiento’s agents in the New World.   
The two last chapters of this dissertation contain a condensed, yet solid state of the art of 
historical and archaeological research conducted on the World Heritage site of Old Panama so far. 
Future writing about this site, however, shall pay particular attention to the role that the Patronato 
Panamá Viejo – Old Panama Trust has been playing as a leading institution in the defense of 
Panamanian cultural heritage. It is hoped that, as preliminary as they may be, the results of this 
investigation will encourage the Trust to take a groundbreaking step towards the creation of a 
unique slavery memorial on the site of the House of the Genoese. Indeed, this world archaeology of 
slavers and slaves shall substantiate all its social and cultural significance if it can be materialized into 
a powerful place for remembrance that honors the memory of all those African-born children, 
women, and men whose lives were once caught and shattered in the devilish, capitalist circle of a 
nowadays unthinkable daring trade. 
 
Fog, Fire and Losses 
 
On December 23, 2007 a thick coat of fog settled down upon London, blighting the holiday 
travel plans of more than 17,000 passengers at Heathrow Airport140 . I, unfortunately, was among 
them. I eventually made it to New York, safe and sound on Christmas Eve, just on time to catch the 
first of three connecting flights which would take me back home in Bogotá. My luggage, however, 
did not arrive with me. This would have been an annoying, but uneventful situation, were it not 
because, among my missing bags, was a most important rucksack I had been forced to check in at 
                                                






the last minute, due to unusual hand-luggage restrictions applied on that day. It was only in New 
York that I realized that that rucksack contained critical fieldwork notes, measurements and 
archaeological sketches of my first excavation season in Panama –information I had not yet 
processed  and which, given the destructive nature of archaeological research, could simply not be 
replaced. On a whim, vanquished by the fatigue of an excruciating trip, I had stupidly taken a wrong 
decision that would put my whole research at stake.  
For the next four weeks, neither I nor my family and friends, in New York and elsewhere, 
would get a wink of rest, taking shifts on the phone to battle against nonchalant and inefficient 
airline agents or –even worse- against recorded voices providing me with little or no hope that my 
belongings would ever be retrieved. But I would not give up. After nearly one month of 
perseverance, and mostly thanks to the solidarity of the Colombian community in New York, my 
bags were finally found, abandoned in a deserted office in JFK where they had probably arrived on 
Christmas Eve, just a few hours after me.  
Throughout this truly traumatic time, which could not have had a happier ending,  images of 
the last days of existence of the old city of Panama repeatedly crossed my mind, for different 
accounts of Henry Morgan’s attack to the Isthmus had been some of the last manuscripts I had 
transcribed at the Archivo General de Indias in Seville, barely a few days before my return to the US. 
This abundant and fascinating documentation is well-known by historians of colonial Panama and 
has been wonderfully narrated in English by Peter Earle in an already classic work (Earle 2007). 
Given my personal anxieties of the time, I found it incomprehensible that no author –except, 
perhaps, for Earle- had looked into the devastating emotional effect that the loss of Panama had had 





A first approach to the humanly tragic destruction of the city can be found on Olivier 
Exquemelin’s chronicle of the battle of Panama. Even though we know that his work should be 
approached with considerable reservation, Exquemelin’s account of the invasion includes, in the 
1678 Dutch edition of his book, a series of three illustrations of the great fire of Panama, as seen 
from three different viewpoints. One of these images represents the burning city seen from la Playa 
Prieta –the long silted beach which bounded the city on its eastern flank141 . The scene itself cannot 
be more dramatic: it depicts a European-looking town in the background, enveloped in raging 
flames, while in the foreground it shows dozens of people running away from the fire , most of them 
carrying bundles, or making human chains towards the water’s edge where a few boats await to sail 
away. A character is even represented jumping out the window on the second floor of a house even 
though there is a ladder leaning against the building’s wall (figure 53).  
While the etching in Exquemelin’s book may not be as accurate as some authors believe (cf. 
Castillero Calvo 2006), it does seem to fit with the descriptions of the episode contained in one of 
the most evocative documents I encountered in the National Archives of Peru. Dating to April 9, 
1672, the document in question is an interrogatory composed in Lima by Don Manuel Coello de 
Fonseca, a former resident of Panama who, before the buccaneers’ attack on Tierra Firma, had been 
acting as the local commissary of the guild of merchants of Lima.  
                                                
141 That beach was commonly known as la Playa Prieta –the dark beach-  presumably because it was covered in a 






Figure 53. Detail of the etching included in the first edition of Exquemelin's Americaensche zee-roovers (1678), 
 
Basically, Coello was responsible for the levy of the Avería tax (del Vas Mingo and Luque 
Talván 2002; del Vas Mingo and Navarro Azcué 1991; see chapter 3), a duty that the guild of Lima 
had rented to the Crown for an annual rate of 350,000 ducats.  At the time of the attack Coello was 
in possession of 4,200 pesos corresponding to the Isthmus’s contribution to that fund, but which, he 
argued, had gone missing during the sack and fire of the city. In hopes of being released of any 
liability for that loss, Coello prepared a series of six questions by which a number of people would be 
examined in Tierra Firma.  On July 21, 1672, more than two months after don Manuel had sent out 
his original interrogatory to Panama, royal authorities remaining in the ruined town received sworn 
statements by a total of seven witnesses, six of whom –two females and four males- were slaves, or 
had been slaves at the time of Morgan’s invasion142 .  
                                                
142 One of the slave women in the group was listed as a mulatto, and the other one as a zamba –a term designating 
individuals of mixed African and indigenous descent. Only one among the male slaves was referred to as African-
born Congo –and could well have been introduced to the province on one of the Grillos’ slave-ships. Of these six 
witnesses, five were or had been owned by Coello or doña Josepha de Pedroso, his wife. Three of them, however, 





According to Coello’s version of the facts, on January 18, 1671, when it was made public 
that Morgan’s pirates had taken the castle of San Lorenzo and were on their way to attack Panama, 
he chartered one of captain Francisco Bazurto’s boats in the port of la Tasca, and arranged for it to 
be brought to the la Playa Prieta, the long beach to the west of the Royal Houses and facing the 
open sea. There, the boat would be loaded with all the valuables in Coello’s house –including 
household items, slaves and a strong box containing 4,200 pesos collected for the Avería tax fund-. 
The boat was then expected to take the cargo to the port of Perico, where it would be received by 
doña Josepha, Coello’s wife, and embarked on a larger ship sailing to the city of Lima.   
Because Coello –as all valid male residents in Panama- had been called up by the  Governor 
General of the province to try to stop the pirates’ forces before they reached the city, don Manuel 
entrusted a Franciscan priest, Fray Jerónimo de San Diego to supervise his slaves while they loaded 
all his property on Bazurto’s boat143 . Yet after the loading had been completed and the seamen 
waited for the tide to flow to set sail to Perico, don Francisco Terán de los Ríos, the alcalde of the 
city, arrived at the beach and ordered them to stop. He subsequently commanded that Coello’s 
cargo be put ashore at once, and requisitioned Bazurto’s boat to transport the nuns of the 
monastery of la Concepción instead. The reverend nuns, the alcalde said, were to be taken to safety 
before anyone or anything else.  
For three nights and days, the Coellos’ object world was left stranded on the beach, under 
the care of his slaves María and Rufina who vainly waited for another boat to come and fetch the 
cargo. On the third day, the slaves had no resort other than to take everything back to their masters’ 
home, tucking it in a mezzanine where they hoped it would go unnoticed by the pirates. It does not 
take much empathy to imagine the distress of doña Josepha de Pedroso when she saw the reverend 
                                                
143 Although the document does not mention the date on which the loading took place, it seems likely that it 





nuns of La Concepción arriving in Perico in place of her stuff.  She was, reportedly, out of control as 
she pestered and supplicated Bazurto to sail back to Panama, one last time, to save at least some of 
her belongings from greed and wrath of the pirates. But it was too late. The Spanish had failed 
miserably in their attempt to repel Morgan’s army of over 2,000 buccaneers, who were by then 
preparing their final assault in the outskirts of the city. And as doña Josepha sailed south on her way 
to Lima, probably not even knowing if her husband had survived the battle of Panama, she must 
have seen the raging flames in the distance and known her entire object world was being mercilessly 
consumed under her eyes. Harking back to the overwhelming feelings of impotence I experienced 
when I faced the loss of data that had become the center of my world, how could I not feel entitled 
to sympathize with her bereavement? (figure 54)144  
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Figure 54. Detail of the etching included in Exquemelin's Bucaniers of America first English edition (1684). 
 
 I do not know if doña Josepha ever went back to Tierra Firma after the invasion and 
confronted what would have been a truly devastating sight. Don Miguel Francisco de Marichalar –
who was then married to the woman who would later become Justiniano Justiniani’s wife- returned 
to Panama from Lima on October 25, 1671, and reported his impressions of what was left of the 
city in a gloomy letter he addressed to the Queen: 
 
“…I arrived in this 
city on the ninth of this month, where I 
have found nothing but grief and sorrow 
for this town and all what was in it was  
burnt, and its people naked and ill of all  





and so many have died that out of seven 
hundred and fifty men who had come  
from Peru to support don Juan Pérez  
there are no more than one hundred and fifty 
left, leaving this kingdom in the same conditions 
than if the Discovery had just been made”145 
 
  One hundred years after the foundation of the New Panama, the Jesuit priest Bernardo 
Recio provides us with an evocative rendering of the emotions invading him as he periodically visited 
the site of the old town in search of bricks and stones to recycle. As an aggressive rainforest rapidly 
claimed its rights over old Panama’s dilapidated structures, the site would assume the role of a 
popular touring destination inspiring profound thoughts about the evanescence of life and the 
fragility of human fabrications. Thus, Father Recio sounds almost anachronistically romantic in the 
following statement:  
 
“I confess I found these walks distracting for they allowed me to vent my soul. I took 
pleasure in strolling along the smooth and peaceful path, and as I found myself in such solitude, I 
was submerged by different sorts of feelings –of terror, awe, but mostly of commiseration as I saw 
what had become a city whose past magnificence could still be seen on the beautiful stones and 
columns we recovered, and on a few buildings that were still standing and almost complete; apart 
from the cathedral, still showing some of her past majesty, and the houses of the city, quite superb, 
one could see some paintings adorning the walls of the church of Santo Domingo; a beautiful arch 
in the church of the nunnery of La Concepción; and here and there other traces and relics of the 
ancient grandeur. And when I looked at the paved streets and at other places where people would 
have gathered to say the rosary, in processions or other public congregations, the following lament 
came to my mind: Quomodo sed et sola civitas, plena populo146” 
 
A lot could be said about Old Panama’s process of ruination and subsequent rebirth as a 
World Heritage site (Arroyo 2010; Arango 2006), but I shall not indulge in this discussion now. In 
                                                
145 AGI, Panamá 93. “Don Miguel Francisco de Marichalar a la Reina”, 25 de Octubre de 1671. Unnumbered pages. 
My translation. 
 
146 “How lonely is now the city which used to be so crowded “ . See Bernardo Recio, S.J (1947) Compendiosa 
Relación de la Cristindad de Quito, año 1773. Edición, prólogo, notas y apéndices por el P. Carlos García Goldaraz, 





part, this is because I am unsure how to describe the social, cultural and economic role that the 
monumental complex plays in the Republic of Panama today. We could argue, along with Simmel 
(1959), that ruins embody the fragile and ever-changing character of nature and its resistance to be 
dominated, stabilized, connected and disconnected as part of concrete cultural and political 
projects. We could, however, also align with Walter Benjamin (2003) and read them as a powerful 
lesson on past defeats. “It was the memory of the catastrophes of the past that have trampled the 
hopes of those who have gone before that might provide the motivation for political action in the 
present, and therefore offer hope for the future” (Featherstone 2005). 
 
Modern Tycoons, Past and Present 
 
As I evoke the ruins of the first European town to thrive on the western coast of the New 
World, the first thoughts coming to my mind are, admittedly, far less transcendental than Simmel or 
Benjamin’s.  Since I first visited the monumental complex of Panamá Viejo, back in 2001, I have 
developed a special fondness for the ever-changing color gamut of the site. During the short dry 
season spreading over the first three or four months of the year, many of the trees in Old Panama go 
dry and shed their foliage, as if they had suddenly been struck dead by the blazing sun of the tropics. 
After a few weeks, however, the trees start blooming, one after the other, in a beautiful succession of 
bright pinks, yellows, reds, and blues. Yet trees are not the only creatures changing color at the site. 
As the rainy season approaches, the surface of the few standing walls of the convents, churches and 
houses of the ill-fated Spanish town unravel their own, discrete chromatic cycle. Most of these stone 
plants –to borrow the expression dear to Bachelard (1957)- get covered in a dark, superficial dust 





Panama’s final and devastating fire. As I would later find out, this dark coating actually corresponds 
to an accumulation of bacterial outgrowth developing periodically in the particularly humid 
conditions of the archaeological park.147   
Just a few days ago, as I sent out an email finding out about the current color of the site, a 
colleague at the Old Panama Trust immediately answered my question with the response I 
expected: “The site is green. It has rained so much there are no flowers left on the trees”. How 
could it be otherwise? Last month, US tycoon Donald Trump was almost caught by a torrential 
downpour in town, as he was visiting the city for the inauguration of his newborn extravagance –the 
Trump Ocean Club International Hotel and Tower. The 70-story sail-shaped skyscraper, which 
brazenly copies the style of Dubai’s world-famous Burj-al-Arab, is now officially the tallest structure 
in Latin America. It rises over dozens of other skyscrapers mushrooming in the area of Punta 
Pacífica –a semi-artificial land point protruding into the sea, on which powerful foreign investors 
have been focusing their attention for some time. On the day of the Trump Tower’s opening 
ceremony, however, rain slashed violently through the city, as it often does for at least nine months a 
year, reminding both foreign and local onlookers that Panama was still not quite Dubai. The Punta 
Pacifica frail and badly maintained drainage system collapsed, and the whole area was blocked by a 
massive rainwater flood. Trapped in the land-filled cul-de-sac under the spotlight of international 
                                                
147While the marks of the great fire 1671 would have long been erased by the intense rainfall regime typical of the 
region, until very recently, people living in the vicinity of the Old Panama site would burn their domestic refuse 
among the ruins, using archaeological structures as firewalls.  Although the practice has been largely controlled by 
the Old Panama Trust, it can occasionally be seen on the limits of the Panamá Viejo protected area. In March 2007, I 
collected a sample of the dark particles covering many of the standing stone walls in Old Panama and had it 
analyzed at the conservation laboratory of the Universidad Externado de Colombia, in Bogotá. The results of the 
analyses confirmed that these particles were bacterial growths developing on the stones and mortar of the walls, but 





media, Mr. Trump may have still been able to enjoy the fireworks going off to celebrate the birth of 
his new $430 million baby148 .  
350 years before Mr. Trump, two Genoese magnates, Domingo Grillo and Ambrosio 
Lomelin, might have also had good reasons to celebrate, if only from across the ocean, the 
blossoming of their commercial interests in the isthmus of Tierra Firma. They, too, were skilful 
merchants selling luxury commodities to the eager consumers of the modern world. From their 
headquarters in Madrid, they, too, had engaged in a wide array of lucrative activities, ranging from 
traditional banking to ship-building and wine-trading all over the Atlantic and beyond. And less than 
a mile to the west of the place where Trump’s giant Tower rises today, the Genoese had the most 
important of all the commercial depots they possessed in the Spanish Indies. The coincidences are 
certainly striking and we could  push them even further, should we dig a little deeper into Mr. 
Trump’s private world. At this point, however, I would rather focus on the one difference that made 
of Domingo Grillo and Ambrosio Lomelin the most envied –and certainly some of the most 
powerful merchants of their days: what the Grillos’ agents stocked and sold in their shacks at the 
site of Paitilla, away from the safety and seclusion of their fortified home, was the most powerful 
materiality ever –African slaves, the most desired and yet feared fetishes of a very modern time, not 







                                                
148 For a full description of this episode, see Tim Rogers’ “Panama’s towering ambitions strain its infrastructure” on 
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